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Chapter One

London, 1819

Dismissing a mistress was the very devil.

Andrew Carrington, the Earl of Bellingham, strode to the town house, rapped the knocker, and braced himself. Having been in this situation several times before, he had some inkling of what was in store for him. In the past, he’d prepared pretty speeches in a misguided effort to soften the blow, but he’d never managed to finish before the tears and screeching started. He’d soon abandoned that tactic. A pretty bauble, the expected pension, and a hasty adieu had worked wonders on his last paramour, but he did not expect matters to progress so easily in this particular case.

The only easy thing about Marguerite was her virtue.

While he dreaded the inevitable scene, he could not tolerate her ultimatums any longer. Earlier in the day, she’d sent yet another perfumed missive, the fifth this week. In today’s note, she’d stated that she required his presence this evening for an urgent matter. Under ordinary circumstances such a presumptuous summons would set his teeth on edge, but truthfully, he was relieved that Marguerite had overplayed her hand.

He was bored out of his mind with her.

Thompson, the cadaverously thin butler, admitted him. Upon entering the foyer, Bell divested himself of his hat, gloves, and greatcoat. Then he addressed Thompson. “There may be a disturbance. Do not concern yourself.” Knowing Marguerite, there would definitely be a disturbance, a loud one.

Thompson frowned, drew in a breath, and then closed his mouth, as if reconsidering his response.

Bell raised his brows. “Is there something you wish to tell me, Thompson?”

He cleared his throat. “Mrs. Lamant asked me to show you to the yellow drawing room while she finishes her toilette.”

Doubtless, she meant to keep him cooling his heels for half an hour in her usual fashion. “Do not bother, Thompson. I can see myself up.”

“As you wish, my lord.”

Bell trudged up the stairs and wondered how he’d managed to misjudge Marguerite. When he’d first propositioned her, she’d given the impression of being both sweet and sensual, a combination he’d initially found fascinating. After a mere month, he’d discovered that behind that sweet smile lay a veritable shrew. He ought to have pensioned her off a week ago, but pressing business in Parliament had detained him.

Her constant demands for attention, jewels, and gowns aggravated him. Nothing ever satisfied her, with the notable exception of his boudoir skills. The last time, she’d swooned. He’d been rather proud of himself—until she’d awakened and carried on like a blasted harpy because he’d mussed her hair.

“Women,” he muttered as he entered the drawing room. Bell halted and looked about in horror. Evidently, Marguerite had taken it upon herself to make over the formerly elegant room in the latest chinoiserie style. He grimaced at the yellow wallpaper featuring hundreds of birds, but that wasn’t the worst part. Everywhere he looked there were pagodas—dozens and dozens of pagodas. The miniature tiered towers cluttered the mantel, the sideboard, and every other available surface in the drawing room. There were urns painted with pagodas. There were plates painted with pagodas. There was even a pagoda clock.

Bell rubbed his temple, wondering how much she’d charged on his accounts to transform the drawing room into this hideous chamber of pagodas—without his permission. It would all have to go, of course. He would have to instruct Thompson to hire someone to restore the room to its former state.

With a long sigh, he walked over to the Palladian window and gazed out the wavy glass into the small, dark garden. He’d never bothered to hire someone to tend it properly, since he came here only to visit his mistresses in the evenings. The prospect of finding someone new didn’t thrill him, but he was a man of lusty appetites. He hoped to hell he’d find someone less temperamental than Marguerite.

The clip of heels alerted him. He turned as Marguerite minced inside the drawing room, wearing a dramatic silver gown with some sort of filmy black netting over it. For a brief moment, he wondered if she’d anticipated his dismissal and decided to wear a mourning gown to show her heartbreak—for the jewels and gowns she frequently insisted were her due.

Marguerite approached him and halted only a foot away. Her gaze traveled down his body, lingering overly long on his tight trousers. Her lips parted as she reached out and then just as quickly snatched her hand back. “No, I must be strong,” she muttered.

He frowned. “I beg your pardon?”

She met his gaze and turned away. “Why must you look at me in that mesmerizing fashion?”

“Marguerite, I have no idea what you’re about,” he said.

“Oh, yes, you do. You use your blue eyes as a weapon to fell damsels.”

He wondered if she’d been nipping from the brandy decanter. “Are you unwell?”

She lifted her chin in a lofty manner and shook back her glossy, black curls. “You came. I had my doubts.”

Based on his previous experiences, he knew to expect weeping and screeching. This time, he decided to present the gift before he gave her the bad news. Marguerite’s eyes gleamed as he offered her the bracelet. After donning it, she scratched one of the emeralds.

“It isn’t paste,” he said, not bothering to hide his exasperation.

“Well, a lady must be sure,” she said in a petulant tone.

Marguerite hardly qualified as a lady, but he had no intention of stirring up her temper. “There is something we need to discuss,” he said.

“Indeed, there is. I have become exceedingly unhappy with your increasing neglect.” She sniffed and drew a handkerchief out of her bosom to dab at her dry eyes. “You’ve left me all alone and bereft for an entire sennight.”

He might have known she would launch into her complaints straight away. “From the beginning, I explained that my duties are my first priority.” He didn’t add that he’d begun to dread visiting her.

“At the very least, you could have notified me.” She admired the bracelet again. “Do you realize you’ve never even bothered to send a posy?”

If only he’d known she preferred flowers to jewels and gowns, he might have saved himself a veritable fortune.

“I am unaccustomed to such mistreatment,” she said.

He set his fist on his hip. “I have never mistreated you.”

“Oh, yes you have,” she said, her voice pitching up an octave. “You regularly abandon me for the lures of your club. When you do decide to visit, you never give me any notice.”

Her brittle voice irritated him, but he kept his tone even. “You’re my mistress. I’m not required to give you any notice.”

“Neither am I.”

“I beg your pardon?” he said.

She drew in her breath. “I’m very sorry, Bell, but I can no longer tolerate your frequent absences and neglect.”

He stared at her. Why wasn’t she weeping and begging, the way his previous mistresses had done?

Marguerite sniffed. “I regret to inform you that I no longer find you a suitable protector.”

For a moment, he stood there, unable to believe what he’d just heard. Then the words crashed into him. The devil! She’d dismissed him.

She regarded him with a fleeting, smug smile. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but a woman of my beauty and elegance deserves an attentive gentleman.”

Belatedly, he realized the reason for Thompson’s earlier hesitation and clenched his fists. “You wouldn’t leave, unless you had another protector waiting in the wings.” Quite possibly, the man had been in his boudoir. He gritted his teeth at her audacity.

“We can settle this amicably,” Marguerite said. “I believe I’m due a pension.”

He regarded her with an incredulous expression. “You betrayed me, and you think you’re due a pension?”

“We have a contract.”

“You broke the deal when you took another man into my bed.”

“I did not,” she said. “At any rate, that was never stipulated.”

“It was understood,” Bell said. “Who is he?”

She clamped her lips shut.

He’d find out quickly enough. “Never mind. I really don’t care. Good-bye, Marguerite.”

“What about my pension?” she said.

He gave her a cynical smile. “You’re wearing it.”

Disgusted, he strode out the door to the accompaniment of crashing china. He hoped she broke every single pagoda. Determined to quit the place as quickly as possible, he strode down the stairs. His boots clipped on the marble floor as he approached the foyer, but he heard no more breaking objects. Hell.

Thompson regarded him with a nervous expression as he handed Bell his greatcoat, gloves, and hat.

“See that Mrs. Lamont and her belongings are gone no later than day after tomorrow,” Bell said. “And burn the sheets.”

An odd strangled sound alerted Bell. He looked out at the great hall and the landing, but he saw nothing. It was probably one of the servants eavesdropping.

“I will see that the sheets are burned, my lord,” Thompson said.

Bell returned his attention to the butler. “Tell her to take those hideous pagodas with her.”

“Yes, my lord.”

After donning his greatcoat, hat, and gloves, Bell addressed the butler in a casual tone. “Who is Mrs. Lamont’s gentleman caller?”

“Viscount Fenwick, my lord.”

He gaped at the butler. “You jest.”

“No, my lord.”

Bell shuttered his expression. “Thank you, Thompson. That will be all.”

He walked out into the foggy night and instructed the driver to take him to White’s, where he intended to meet his friend Fordham. After entering his waiting carriage, he removed his hat and set it aside in a state of disbelief. As the carriage rolled off, his shoulders shook from the absurdity of it all.

Marguerite had replaced him with an eighty-year-old man.
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When the carriage rolled to a stop before White’s, Bell descended just as three young bucks swaggered past. One of them pulled out a flask and drank from it. In the light of the gas lamps, the lanky one had longish, wheat-colored hair. None of them looked above eighteen. They were probably looking for trouble and would likely find it. He remembered a time long ago when he and his two closest friends were about their age and made their way into a gaming hell. His father had found out and restricted him for a fortnight, as he’d thought it far worse punishment than a caning.

He inhaled. Now and again, some odd happenstance, like tonight, would catch him unaware, but he’d learned to shove the memories into the farthest corners of his brain.

The past was dead. There was only the here and now.

He took a deep breath and strode into the club, where he sat at his usual table. Bell caught the eye of a waiter, who brought him his favorite brandy. He swirled the glass and inhaled the aroma. Bell looked forward to regaling his friend with the tale of his latest mistress disaster—just the ticket to enliven Fordham.

Bell sipped his drink and spoke briefly to a few of his passing acquaintances regarding tomorrow’s session in Parliament. After they left, he retrieved his watch. Thirty minutes had passed. Ah, well. Fordham was habitually late and always had a ridiculous excuse, usually involving some calamity.

After tucking his watch in his inner coat pocket, Bell looked up to find Stovington and Lindmoore approaching. “Will you join me?” he asked.

“Thank you,” Stovington said as he claimed a chair. Lindmoore hailed the waiter, who brought brandies for all.

Lindmoore swirled his drink and looked at Bell. “So, what news do you have?”

Bell set his brandy aside. “Nothing of any significance.”

Stovington exchanged an amused glance with Lindmoore before returning his attention to Bell. “How is Mrs. Lamont? Still bewitching, I hope?”

Bell kept his expression impassive. Clearly, they had heard rumors about Marguerite and Fenwick, but he’d be damned before he affirmed it. “I’ve no idea,” he said in a bored tone. “I dismissed her.”

Lindmoore frowned and cleared his throat. “We heard an odd rumor about you…”

He gave the pair a patronizing smile. “Gentlemen, there are always rumors about me. I pay them no heed.” He paused and added, “Why should you?”

The two men regarded each other with raised brows. Bell ignored them and checked his watch again. Where the devil was Fordham?

Stovington persisted. “Yes, but this particular bit of news involves Fenwick.”

“Fenwick? Ah, his family planted him at long last, did they?” Bell put his watch away. “I’ll send my condolences to his jubilant heir. Garstone must have waited thirty years or more to inherit.”

Lindmoore scowled. “Fenwick is alive.”

Bell kept his expression closed, but he couldn’t resist tormenting them for wagging their tongues. “Perhaps I should send condolences after all.”

“I don’t follow you,” Stovington said.

“Really? What a pity.” Bell looked up as a different waiter approached with a note on a tray. He broke the seal and read the missive. Fordham had been detained longer than expected at a family gathering and couldn’t escape. Bell sighed and tucked the note into an inner coat pocket. He drained his glass, rose, and inclined his head. “Gentlemen, excuse me. I’ve another engagement.”

When he approached his carriage, he instructed the driver to take him to the bridge leading to Vauxhall Gardens where he could walk across. There was a fireworks display planned, but more important, there were always women of the demimonde at hand. Perhaps he would meet a suitable and even-tempered courtesan to set up as his next mistress.
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Bell descended the carriage and strolled across the bridge with dozens of other chattering people. Many had thick accents, and their clothing marked them as part of the lower class. A loud searing sounded along with popping. The sky lit up again and again. He walked along the avenues where people gathered in the boxes. After the fireworks display, an orchestra struck up a lively tune. He stopped to watch the crowd of dancers, remembering to keep his wits about him. Vauxhall was a notorious place for pickpockets and other criminals. Fortunately, the lanterns in the tall trees and the fireworks kept the place lit up sufficiently. He retrieved a case from his inner coat pocket and lit a cheroot from one of the lanterns. He’d no sooner inhaled when a woman approached him.

“Hello, deary.”

He regarded her with distaste as she moved closer. Her cheap perfume did not mask the scent of perspiration. When the sky lit up again, he noted she’d rouged her cheeks and wore a bedraggled gown.

She stroked his arm. “You’re a handsome one. If you’re looking for a bit of fun, I can give you a standup for a fiver, if you take my meaning.”

Most likely, she’d give him the French pox. “No, thank you.”

“Are you sure, now? Me name is Nan, and I’m lonesome this evening.”

He turned and walked away, wondering how many Nans were desperate enough tonight to proposition strange men. The encounter disgusted him and put him off the idea of finding a new mistress here. He would be better off waiting to attend one of the numerous entertainments given by the demimonde.

After he ground out his cheroot, he strode back toward the bridge. He decided to return home and spend the rest of the evening reading and enjoying a fine brandy in his favorite chair. He would feel better in the comfort of his own home, though he acknowledged that he’d begun to feel a bit too isolated lately.

Well, he certainly wasn’t the sort of fellow who insisted upon surrounding himself with hordes of acquaintances and sycophants who would fawn over him because of his title. He preferred his privacy to balls and routs, but even he had to put in appearances in order to maintain his political alliances.

The crowd revelry receded as he neared the bridge, but soon he heard the raucous laughter of men near the river. Harsh shouts in a lower-class accent made Bell frown. He walked closer, only to see a waterman arguing with two well-dressed gentlemen in a boat. One man leaned back, and his hat fell in the river. His friend guffawed. There was no doubt in Bell’s mind that the men were in their cups.

The one still wearing his hat addressed the waterman. “I swear we’re good for the money,” he said, raising his voice.

His hatless companion swigged from a flask and tried to offer it to the waterman. “See, we’re not so very bad.”

“I don’t want it. Get out of me boat,” the waterman shouted. “You nobles are all the same. I take coin, not promises.”

The hatless man who had offered the flask tried to stand. Then he fell on his arse and grabbed the oar, presumably to steady himself. The waterman shouted again, wrestled for the oar, and accidentally knocked the man in the river. “Damn you. Look what you done made me do.”

His friend leaned over the boat. “Harry, where are you?” he shouted.”Damn it, he’ll drown.” Then he discarded his hat, stood, and dove into the river. A moment later, he surfaced with a gasp, and dove again.

The waterman dug his oars into the river. Bell ran to the shoreline and shouted, “You, waterman, come back here.”

The waterman looked over his shoulder. Then he dug his oars faster and faster.

His heart raced. “Bloody bastard.”

Harry’s friend surfaced, gasping for air.

“I’ll help,” Bell shouted. Then he shucked off his boots, hat, and coat. Holding his breath, he dived into the foul river. He pulled the one named Harry to the surface. Harry coughed and spat out water. “Don’t fight me,” Bell said, grabbing his collar.

The other man swam alongside his friend, and he and Bell managed to pull Harry to the shore. After Bell heaved himself out of the stinking river, he helped the other man drag Harry up the grassy slope.

“Are you unwell?” Bell asked Harry.

Harry blinked. “Lord, it’s my savior.”

Despite the stench and the cold water, Bell snorted. “You’re alive.”

Harry heaved, and then he rolled onto his back. “Everything is spinning.”

“Only your head,” Bell grumbled. His shirt stuck to his skin like glue and stank of the filthy river.

“He’s drunk,” his friend said. “Doesn’t like to admit he can’t hold his liquor. Lord knows the swim sobered me.” Then he squinted. “Damn me. You’re Bellingham. I’ve seen you before. Angelo’s Academy?”

Bell pulled on his boots and grimaced because his stockings were wet. “Sorry, I don’t recollect.”

“Colin Brockhurst, Earl of Ravenshire, courtesy title of course,” he said. “And that buffle-headed fellow is my friend, Harry Norcliffe, Viscount Evermore—also a courtesy title.” He paused and said, “I’m much obliged to you for your aid.”

“You would have done the same, I’m sure. What the devil happened back there?” Bell asked.

“Harry offered to bring the purse tonight, since he was in funds for a change. Then he managed to lose it,” Colin said. “He was awfully drunk, so I suggested taking a boat rather than walking over the bridge and hailing a hackney. Harry realized his lack of coin after we got in the boat.”

Bell frowned. “How did he lose the purse?”

“It’s a sorry story,” Colin said. “We swore to pay the waterman, but he didn’t believe us.”

“I suppose he’s been stiffed before,” Bell said.

Colin rummaged in his soaking coat, produced a flask, and offered it to Bell. “For your gallant service.”

“Thank you.” Bell took the flask, sipped the whiskey, and handed it back to Colin. “It’s deuced cold out here in these wet clothes.”

Colin swigged from the flask. “Ah, a bit of heat.”

When the wind picked up, Bell shivered. He put his coat on, but it didn’t help much since his shirt was soaked.

Colin sipped again, and then he returned his gaze to his friend. “Harry, are you alive over there?”

Harry snored.

Bell considered leaving them, but Colin seemed a decent enough fellow, and Harry clearly was in bad shape. “My carriage is on the other side of the bridge. If you can rouse Harry, I’ll give you a ride.”

“That’s sporting of you,” Colin said. “I’ll wake him. Can’t leave him out in the cold.” Colin put his flask back in his wet coat and rose from the grass. Then he walked over to his friend and nudged him with his boot. “Harry, wake up.”

Harry continued to snore.

Bell strode over to the inert Harry and shook his shoulder.

Harry sat up with a gasp. “Where am I?”

“In hell with the rest of us,” Bell said. “Can you stand?”

Harry moaned.

Colin and Bell managed to get Harry upright, though he staggered a bit.

“Bellingham is giving us a ride in his carriage, Harry,” Colin said. “Best put your arm round my shoulders, that’s a good fellow.”

“Thanks,” Harry muttered. “Hope it’s not far.”

Bell regarded Colin. “Do you need help?”

“I can manage,” Colin said. “Harry, let me know if you’re going to get sick.”

“Follow me,” Bell said, striding off. A few minutes later, a guttural sound stopped him. He looked back. Sure enough, Harry was bent over, vomiting. Better the road than his carriage.

Colin managed to propel his staggering friend across the bridge. When they reached the carriage, Bell’s driver got down and assisted Harry onto the seat, where he promptly curled up and started snoring again. Bell turned to Colin. “Where to?”

“The Albany.”

Bell followed Colin inside the vehicle and knocked on the roof. When the carriage jerked into motion, Harry groaned. Bell worried the driver would never get the stench of the river out of the carriage.

When they finally arrived at the famous gentlemen’s quarters, Bell helped Colin drag Harry out of the carriage. Harry was none too steady on his feet, even with his arm slung around Colin’s shoulder.

“I’d better help,” Bell said. “He’s liable to stumble and bring you down with him.” Together, he and Colin managed to get Harry up two flights of stairs. Behind the door, a dog barked incessantly. A manservant opened the door, and a collie herded them inside an untidy parlor.

Colin swept newspapers off a threadbare sofa, and Bell deposited Harry on it. When Harry clutched his head, the dog nosed his inebriated master’s face. Harry groaned and pushed the dog’s snout away. “No, Brutus.” Within a few moments, Harry was snoring softly again.

“Should I bring coffee?” the manservant asked.

Colin shook his head. “No, let him sleep it off. He’ll want coffee on the morrow.” He looked at Bell. “We’re indebted to you. Name the favor, and we’ll see it done. “

Bell waved him off. “That isn’t necessary. I’ve tippled one too many bottles more than a few times.”

“Then perhaps you’ll allow us to buy you a bottle one night,” Colin said.

“Why not?” he said. Privately, he figured Colin had felt obliged to make the offer.

Harry opened his eyes. “The devil. My mouth feels like a desert, and my head hurts.”

Bell looked at the manservant. “Can you bring hot tea with a dose of willow bark?”

The manservant nodded and shuffled off.

Harry sat up with his elbows on his thighs and his head in his hands. “Egad, I stink.”

Bell snorted. “We all do. It’s late, and I can’t wait to burn these clothes. Do you need a ride, Colin?”

“No, my rooms are on the next floor,” Colin said.

“Well, then, good evening.” Bell strode toward the door. Brutus trotted alongside, bumping him as if determined to herd him. Bell bent down and ruffled the dog’s fur. “You need a real job, Brutus.”

“Aye,” the manservant said. “He’s bred to herd sheep. It’s in his blood.”

Bell descended the stairs. The chill wind bit through his coat. When he got to the carriage, he climbed inside and chafed his arms. Only then did he realize he’d left his hat on the grassy slope. Ah, well. He had others.

Bell knocked on the roof, and when the carriage rolled off, he thought about his strange evening. Nothing had gone as he’d expected. He was a bit surprised at himself. Ordinarily, he didn’t involve himself in others’ troubles, but he hadn’t taken time to think before diving into the river.

Despite initial appearances, Colin and Harry seemed decent enough fellows. Bell briefly considered inviting them to join him at White’s, but he dismissed the idea. With the exception of two longtime friends, he accounted himself something of a lone wolf. He did his part in Parliament and managed the sprawling estate in Devonshire. Sometimes late at night when he had trouble sleeping, he felt something was lacking, but he always shoved the thoughts away.


Chapter Two

The next morning, Bell’s valet Porter picked up the damp shirt and grass-stained coat hanging over a chair and actually gagged. “My lord, what happened?”

Bell grimaced. “Never mind. Just toss them in the rubbish. I have dozens of others.”

“Dear God, the stench!” Porter picked up the wet boots and pinched his nose. “They’re ruined,” he said in a nasally voice.

“It’s all got to go.” Bell threw the still-damp stockings on the fire. For a moment, he wondered if his valet would weep. “There’s no sense in getting yourself in a state, Porter. What’s done is done.”

An hour later, after a bath and a shave, Bell descended the stairs for his usual breakfast at precisely nine o’clock. He always ate the same thing at the same time every morning: baked eggs, toast and butter, bacon, and strong coffee. He preferred routine in his life and believed it eliminated problems when all of the servants knew exactly what to expect.

Upon entering the dining room, he frowned. His breakfast was not waiting on the sideboard. The footman poured him a cup of coffee and stepped back into the corner. Bell inhaled the aroma and then turned to the servant. “Will you please inquire about my breakfast?”

“Yes, my lord.”

After the footman left, Bell picked up the newspaper to read while drinking his coffee. He was displeased by the tardiness of his chef, but he allowed that things sometimes went wrong. As long as the matter was swiftly remedied, he would not complain.

Ten minutes later, the footman returned with news that his breakfast would be served shortly. Bell nodded as the footman poured him a second cup of coffee.

The bell rang. Bell frowned, as it was rather early in the day. He had no appointments with his solicitor or banker and didn’t appreciate the disturbance. Blast it all, he had his usual Tuesday meeting with his secretary scheduled for ten o’clock.

Footsteps thudded outside the dining room, and then Fordham strolled inside.

Bell stood at the sight of his friend and clapped him on the back. “Good Lord. What catastrophe roused you from your bed at this early hour?”

“Is that coffee I smell?” Fordham asked.

“Yes, take a seat. Have you had breakfast?”

“I have,” he said as the footman poured him a cup. “Sorry for last night. A family affair kept me longer than I anticipated.”

Bell scoffed. “Since when have you allowed family gatherings to stand in your way?”

Fordham drank the coffee. “Your chef makes the best coffee in town.”

Bell noted that his friend hadn’t answered his question.

Fordham set his cup aside. “I’ve had a letter from Will. He’s planning to write you as well.”

Last year, their friend Will Darcett had married Amy Hardwick, and when the summer ended, they had decided to move to the Cotswolds to be closer to her parents, as she was their only child. “How does Will fare?” Bell asked.

“He’s going to be a father this summer. Quite thrilled about it.”

Bell sipped his coffee to hide his astonishment. He ought to have expected the news, but somehow he’d just never thought of it. “Well, congratulations are in order for our friend,” he said. “I’ll send him a letter.”

Fordham gave him a sheepish look. “You might wish to congratulate me, too.”

Bell nearly spilled his coffee. “What?”

“I’m engaged,” he said.

“Hah,” he said. Then he took another look at his friend’s serious expression. “This is one of your jests, right?”

Fordham shook his head. “No, I’m engaged.”

The world felt as if it had tipped sideways. Fordham, engaged? Irresponsible, devil-may-care Fordham planned to marry?

“I know it seems a bit sudden, but actually it isn’t,” Fordham said. “I spent time with her over the summer at a house party.”

Bell gaped at his friend. “Who is the lucky lady?”

Fordham lowered his eyes, looking as abashed as Bell first remembered him at Eton many years ago. “I’m the lucky one. Lady Eugenia understands me.”

He did his best to mask his surprise. “Isn’t she Beaufort’s sister?”

“Yes. She’s blossomed. Said it was because of me, but to be honest, I’m a different man because of her.”

Bell set his cup on the saucer. The clink sounded unnaturally loud. “How so?”

Fordham shrugged. “I suppose I’m not restless anymore. Sowing wild oats no longer interests me.”

Bell drew his brows together. He’d never expected Fordham to settle down and marry. Now both of his oldest friends had embraced domestic bliss. He still reeled from the news, but Bell folded his hands on the table to cover it. “What brought on this sudden turn of events?”

“You’ll laugh.”

“Why?” Bell said.

Fordham sighed. “I fell in love.”

Oh, lord. Bell noted the glazed look in Fordham’s eyes and realized Cupid had indeed felled him. “Well, then, I wish you both happy.”

“Thank you. After a wedding trip to Brighton, we’ll move to Somerset. My father purchased a small property for me. Nothing to beat your holdings, but still, it’s more than I expected as the youngest son.” He paused and said, “The wedding is in a week. My eldest brother is standing up for me. I hope you’ll attend.”

“Felicitations to you and Lady Eugenia, and of course I’ll attend your wedding.”

Fordham regarded him with an enigmatic expression. “I know you’ve sworn to be a lifelong bachelor, but I hope you’ll reconsider. Don’t let what happened to your family prevent you from—”

“Don’t,” Bell said. He rarely spoke about the events that had destroyed his world. That was another life that had ceased to exist years ago. He was a different man altogether.

Fordham finished his coffee, set the cup on the saucer, and toyed with the handle. “Sorry, old boy. I just worry about you.”

Bell pulled a face. “That’s ridiculous.”

“You shouldn’t be alone,” Fordham said.

Bell lifted his brows. “That’s what mistresses are for.” Devil take it. He’d have to find a new one. Perhaps he’d go to the theater tonight. An actress would appreciate a generous protector, but there was the whole bother of her theatrical performances. He sighed. Finding a suitable, new mistress was a pain in the arse.

Fordham regarded him. “You’ll visit us once we’re settled in, won’t you?”

“Why not?” Privately, he wasn’t so sure he’d make the journey. He’d feel obliged to stay a fortnight at the least, but he knew he’d be itching to leave within a day or two. Somehow, he’d always felt like an interloper when visiting married friends, and worse, their wives always got the bright idea to play matchmaker. It was deuced awkward.

At long last, Moreau, the portly chef, entered the dining room with a covered dish. Bell regarded him with raised brows as he set the silver dish on the table. When the chef whisked off the cover, Bell frowned. “What is this?”

“Two apricot tarts,” Moreau said in his heavy French accent. “For you and your friend.”

The footman hastily placed two plates on the table.

Fordham inhaled. “The tarts smell delicious.”

Chef Moreau beamed. “It is a culinary delight,” he said.

Bell frowned at Moreau. “Where are my baked eggs, toast, and bacon?”

Moreau sniffed. “Try the tart. You will find it a masterpiece.”

Bell narrowed his eyes. “I don’t want a masterpiece. I want the breakfast I requested.”

Meanwhile, Fordham forked a slice of tart into his mouth. “Lord, it’s heavenly.”

“You see,” Moreau said. “Your friend agrees it is wonderful.”

“I do not want a tart,” Bell said. “I want my usual breakfast.”

Moreau’s face mottled. “But you have not even tried the tart. You need to expand your horizons.”

“No, I do not. I hired you to cook the breakfast that I requested. My expectations have not changed.”

“Every day, I cook the same breakfast,” Moreau said. “You never eat any other meals at home. I will lose my touch if all I cook are eggs, bacon, and toast.”

He couldn’t believe the man’s insolence. “Are you refusing to cook my breakfast?”

“I am one of France’s premier chefs, but I am reduced to cooking your dull breakfast. My culinary talents are wasted.”

“Then perhaps you should take your talents elsewhere,” Bell said.

Fordham finished his tart and looked at Bell. “Can I have your tart?”

Bell glared at his friend.

“In that case, I quit,” Moreau said.

Fordham’s eyes lit up. “Would you consider a position in Somerset? I’m sure my bride would be thrilled to have such a renowned chef.”

Bell stared at his friend. “You’re planning to steal my chef?”

“It is not stealing,” Moreau said, “because I quit. I will be happy to create culinary masterpieces in Somerset.”

Bell set his napkin on the table. “Very well. I accept your resignation.”

Moreau bowed to Fordham. “I look forward to my new position.”

After the chef left, Bell looked at Fordham. “Traitor.”

“He’s right, you know. I’m sure one of the kitchen maids can whip up your eggs, bacon, and toast. Moreau will never be happy unless he has the freedom to create new and different dishes.”

“Why does everything have to change?” Bell grumbled.

Fordham grinned. “You’re too set in your ways, like an old bachelor.”

“I’m twenty-nine; that’s hardly old,” he said.

When Fordham stood, Bell rose with him. His friend clapped him on the shoulder. “I predict your staid life will change soon.” He winked. “Write me when you meet her.”

Bell scoffed and walked with Fordham to the foyer. “Where is the wedding taking place?”

Fordham grinned. “St. George’s. Ten sharp.”

Bell nodded. When Fordham left, a strange hollow feeling settled inside his chest. He pushed it all aside and strode off to his meeting with his secretary.
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He’d nearly finished all of his dictation to his secretary when he heard the housekeeper’s shrill voice out in the corridor. With an exasperated sigh, Bell wondered why his usually orderly household had turned chaotic all of a sudden. Now, as the voices grew more audible, he realized the housekeeper meant to invade his study.

No one but his secretary was ever allowed into his inner sanctum. The maids cleaned early in the morning and had strict instructions to replace every item just as they’d found it. He’d thought this was understood, but clearly something had occurred that the housekeeper felt needed immediate attention.

At the rap on the door, Bell dismissed his secretary and called out to the housekeeper to enter. Plump Mrs. Atwood marched a very young maid wearing a smudged apron inside. The maid held a book of some sort.

Mrs. Atwood dipped a curtsey and elbowed the maid, who bobbed one as well.

Bell sighed. “Please close the door, Mrs. Atwood.”

Afterward, the housekeeper drew in a breath. “Beggin’ your pardon, my lord, but we have a situation that I felt necessary to report.”

He narrowed his eyes. “I expect you to resolve all issues involving the maids.”

“I do, my lord, but the new maid violated one of your rules,” she said.

“What rule was that?” he asked.

Mrs. Atwood straightened her spine. “She pried into your private possessions. Betsy, here, was supposed to be cleaning cobwebs in the attic.” Mrs. Atwood pushed the clearly frightened maid toward him. “Go on, now. Tell his lordship what you done.”

Betsy dipped a curtsey, looked at the carpet, and set the book on his desk with shaking hands. “I was cleanin’ the trunks and saw one of them had a loose strap.”

Mrs. Atwood intervened. “Then she took it upon herself to open the trunk.” The housekeeper regarded the maid. “You know what they say about curiosity killing the cat. Those are his lordship’s private things, and I told you more than once never to disturb them.”

“I thought there might be dust or c-cobwebs inside,” Betsy whispered.

“More likely, you meant to steal that book.” Mrs. Atwood regarded him. “I felt it best to report to you, my lord, before I sacked her, without a letter of character.”

Tears welled in Betsy’s eyes.

“Don’t start your crying, now,” Mrs. Atwood said in a harsh tone.

Bell sighed. “Did you mean to steal, Betsy?”

“No, m-my lord,” she said, wiping her eyes with her apron. “I shouldn’t have looked at the drawings, but they were so lovely.”

He vaguely remembered a sketchbook, but he forced the recollection away and folded his hands on the desk. “I see.”

“I’m very sorry for opening it, my lord,” Betsy said with a catch in her breath.

“You’re only sorry for getting caught,” Mrs. Atwood said in a snippy tone.

Bell focused on the housekeeper. “Other than this incident, has Betsy performed her duties to your satisfaction?”

“Yes, but she’s been employed for only a fortnight,” Mrs. Atwood said.

Bell regarded Mrs. Atwood through narrowed eyes. “It seems to me that Betsy had the best of intentions when she opened the trunk. From what she has reported, she did not intend to steal the book. No harm was done.” He returned his attention to the maid. “I trust that in the future you will conduct yourself with discretion and consult Mrs. Atwood about any unusual situations?”

The poor girl swayed a bit. “Y-yes, my l-lord.”

She was obviously terrified. “You may return to your duties, Betsy.”

“Thank y-you, your lordship,” she said, wiping her eyes again. “I promise to do b-better.”

“Mrs. Atwood, will you stay a moment, please?” Bell asked.

After the maid shut the door, Bell addressed the housekeeper. “Mrs. Atwood, I don’t like to interfere with your decisions, but you brought the matter before me. While I understand your reasons, I think a simple reprimand would have sufficed in this particular situation.”

Mrs. Atwood puffed up. “My lord, I believe I acted in accordance with the rules of the house.”

He disliked the housekeeper’s sanctimonious attitude. “There were mitigating circumstances. I have found your judgment to be sound in the past. However, I would remind you to be sure before making assumptions.” He paused and added, “Surely, you don’t wish to see the girl’s life ruined.”

A bright red flush suffused Mrs. Atwood’s face.

“We all make mistakes,” he said. “How we handle them afterward is a test of our character.”

Mrs. Atwood’s nostrils flared, and then she said, “Yes, my lord.”

“You may return to your duties,” he said.

Mrs. Atwood pinched her lips. Then she brushed past in a hurry, knocking the sketchbook to the floor. She halted and stared at it in horror. “My lord, forgive me. I didn’t mean to do it. I’m so sorry I—”

“That will be all, Mrs. Atwood.”

When she started to bend down, he said, “Leave it.”

She straightened and opened her mouth as if to say something, but he held up his hand. “Please attend to your duties now.”

Mrs. Atwood flinched, and then she quit the room.

After she closed the door, he walked around his desk. The book had fallen open on the carpet. When he retrieved it, his heartbeat thudded in his ears. The sketch depicted two small boys playing with marbles on the carpet. He touched the paper with his index finger, remembering the warmth of the sun and the smooth surface of the marbles. In the corner of the page, there was a notation: Andrew and Steven, ages six and four.

A vision of his mother drawing in a rocking chair flashed in his mind like a mirage. He expected sharp, intense pain. Instead, something else welled in his chest. At first, he didn’t recognize the feeling. Then his mouth worked, because the happy memory was unexpected and far more wretched than all the bad ones.

Gritting his teeth, he closed the sketchbook, stowed it in a desk drawer, and shoved the past into the darkest recesses of his brain.


Chapter Three

The bell rang in the middle of the night. Bell gasped and sat up. Disoriented, he wondered if he’d been dreaming, but the sound of voices in the corridor let him know that something was definitely amiss.

A series of raps on his door startled him. He quickly donned a pair of trousers, then he threw on his banyan and strode to the door, where he found the butler Griffith dressed in his knitted cap and nightclothes.

“Begging your pardon for my state of undress, my lord,” Griffith said.

Bell waved his hand. “I take it that there is an emergency.”

“A boy reported the fire brigade has been called to your town house in Cheapside, my lord.”

“The devil.” He wondered if Marguerite was still in residence and hoped she and the servants had escaped harm.

About that time, Porter stumbled inside wearing his nightclothes.

“Help me dress quickly, Porter.” Too bad he’d thrown out the ruined boots, but there was no use thinking about that now. Porter handed him a shirt, and Bell pulled it over his head. “Griffith, send two footmen to the town house with as many pails as we can round up—and be quick about it.”

When Porter pulled out the neck cloth for a cravat, Bell groaned. “Porter, it’s a fire, not a ball. For God’s sake, man, aren’t any of my old hunting coats available?”

“They’re all at the country manse in Devonshire, my lord,” Porter said. “Here’s a pair of scuffed boots.”

Bell pulled on the boots. “I’m off to fight a fire.”

“Do take care with your coat and trousers, sir. I’d hate to see them damaged.”

Bell pulled a face and then strode out the door. “There’s a fire, and he’s worried about my bloody coat and trousers,” he muttered as he ran down the stairs. “Griffith, is the carriage ready?”

“Yes, my lord. The footmen will follow shortly in a rig.”

His heart raced as he ran down the graveled walk and climbed inside the waiting carriage. Fortunately, the smell from the river hadn’t lingered. He knocked on the roof, and the vehicle rolled off. How the devil had this happened? He had strict rules about the use and disposal of ashes, oil lamps, and candles. Something had obviously gone terribly wrong. He prayed that everyone had managed to escape before the smoke got too bad.

He tapped his fingers on the leather seat as the carriage careened through the dark cobbled streets with only a lamp to light the way. He hoped the neighbors’ houses were safe from the flames and smoke. He covered his mouth with his fist as he imagined the worst possible scenarios. The destruction would be unfortunate, but he couldn’t bear the thought of injuries or worse. He knew he’d have to deal with whatever had occurred at the town house. But God, he wasn’t prepared for it.

When he looked out the window, a stray black cat ran across the road—a bad omen. Although he wasn’t given to superstition, he still didn’t like it. His breathing grew faster as the carriage approached the street. Bell grabbed the strap, ready to jump out the second the driver halted the horses.

At long last the carriage rocked to a halt. Bell shoved the door open and jumped down, only to find the fire brigade pouring sand and water over something smoldering in the street. Half a dozen curious neighbors stood outside their doors in their nightclothes.

“What is it?” he said, approaching the brigade.

“Sheets, my lord,” one of them said. “Rather, the remains of them.”

He coughed at the lingering smoky stench.

By now, the curious neighbors had wandered into the street and murmured among themselves.

“I suppose I asked for it,” Bell muttered.

“I beg your pardon, sir,” one of the brigade members said.

Bell stared at the blackened bits in the road. “I didn’t want to lie on them ever again.”

An elderly man scratched his head. “Fleas, I suppose.”

The woman next to him, presumably his wife, put her hands on her wide hips. “Next time, just have your missus instruct the laundress to boil them in hot water. That will kill the bugs.”

A man with red side whiskers stepped forward. “Sir, I’m the captain of the fire brigade.” Then he turned and shooed the neighbors with his hands. “Everyone go back to your beds. The show is over now.”

The neighbors retreated and watched from their stoops.

Bell looked up as Thompson gingerly made his way to the street dressed in his nightcap and robe. “Mrs. Lamant must’ve overheard you and anticipated the deed, my lord,” Thompson said.

The captain’s eyes widened. “You mean the missus burned them?”

Bell nodded as he recalled the odd, strangled sound he’d heard just before quitting the town house the night he’d quarreled with Marguerite. Then he turned to Thompson. “Is Mrs. Lamont still in residence?”

“No, my lord,” Thompson said.

Bell sighed. “Well, that’s good news.”

The dozen men from the fire brigade looked at Bell inquiringly.

“Women,” he muttered.

The captain removed his hat. “On the bright side, I suppose you still have the mattress, but you might want to have a talk with the missus about the severity of setting fires.”

“Right,” he said.

About that time, the rig arrived with his footmen. Bell addressed them. “The fire is out now. Thank you for coming. Please return home to your regularly scheduled duties.” He could swear by their expressions that they were disappointed to have missed all the excitement.

Bell turned his attention to the butler. “Thompson, can we provide these fine men of the fire brigade with a stipend for their hard work in putting out the fire?” Granted, the fire brigade had probably contained the fire in twenty minutes tops, but they had arrived on the scene in a timely manner—at least he assumed so.

“Yes, of course I will see that the men receive compensation, my lord. Gentlemen, if you’ll wait a moment, I’ll return directly,” Thompson said.

Bell strode with his butler up the walk and inside the town house. “When did Marguerite do this?”

“I’m not rightly sure, my lord,” Thompson said. “Apparently, she waited until everyone else was sleeping.”

“I don’t suppose she took the pagodas,” he said, unable to keep the ray of hope from his voice.

“I don’t know, my lord. Would you like me to check now?”

“No, thank you. But if you find that they remain here, please have them and the remains of the sheets delivered to Fenwick with my compliments.”
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Laura Davenport, Lady Chesfield, straightened the daffodils in the vase once more as she spoke to her stepson. “Justin, you need not stay the whole of Lady Atherton’s call, but of course you will make yourself agreeable.”

He pushed a blond lock off his forehead. “Laura, I know how to conduct myself in polite company. What I don’t comprehend is why you are at sixes and sevens over a dowager countess’s visit? You are a viscountess after all.”

Laura sat on the sofa and resumed working on her embroidery. “I am not intimidated by her rank. I merely wish to make a good impression as she and Lord Atherton were your father’s close friends for many years. The countess does us a great honor by calling.”

“We’ve never stood on ceremony before. I don’t see why that should change now.”

“We’re in London, and if we wish to fit in with society, we must abide by the customs,” she said. “You would do well to remember that. One day soon you will come into your majority. The time to learn the proprieties is now.”

He slouched in his chair and crossed his boots. “I’m not an infant. You ought to have let me come to London with my friends.”

“We already discussed this. There’s no point in quarreling over it now.” She returned her attention to her embroidery. Truthfully, she had forbidden him to go with his friends, because she did not know their parents. While Laura had never had a London season, she’d heard plenty of tales about aristocrats who had no better morals than stray cats. So she had suggested a compromise and brought him to London, where she’d leased a town house. That way, she could oversee his activities. Since his guardian wouldn’t help, she had the sole responsibility of Justin’s upbringing, but she preferred it that way.

Lately, it seemed to her that Justin had become contrary for no particular reason. Until recently, he’d always been well-mannered and courteous. She supposed it was partly due to his need to establish his independence. At seventeen, she’d thought he would be over the most trying age, but ever since he’d taken up with his new friends, Justin had become intractable and difficult.

The bell rang. Laura smoothed her skirt and noticed that Justin was still slouching. She did not remark upon it as she knew full well he meant to needle her, and she refused to play juvenile games with him.

When the butler appeared, Laura and Justin rose. Then she turned to see a slender, gray-headed woman dressed in a violet gown with a high neck. Laura curtsied. “Welcome, Lady Atherton. It is a great pleasure to meet you at long last.”

“Oh, my dear, I enjoyed all of your letters,” she said, kissing the air by Laura’s cheeks. “You’re as beautiful as I imagined.”

Laura blushed. “Lady Atherton, may I present my stepson, Viscount Chesfield.”

He bowed. “I am honored to meet you, Lady Atherton.”

“Oh, my, what gentlemanly manners,” Lady Atherton said.

Laura was still miffed at him for his earlier sulking, but at least his behavior now was all that it should be.

“He does have the look of his father, God rest his soul,” Lady Atherton said. “Well, Lord Chesfield, you have grown into a very handsome young man. I know your stepmama is very proud of you.”

“Please be seated,” Laura said. “I will ring for a tea tray.”

Lady Atherton sat on the sofa next to Laura. “Do not bother the servants, dear. I won’t stay overly long. I wanted to invite you to shop with me tomorrow. I know all of the best milliners and dressmakers. Also, I have brought a formal invitation for you and Justin to attend my annual ball on Friday. I daresay it will be a grand squeeze again. Do say you will attend.”

“Certainly, we will attend,” Laura said.

“I’m sure all the young belles will be delighted to make Lord Chesfield’s acquaintance.” Lady Atherton rose. “Until tomorrow. Good-bye, Lord Chesfield.”

Justin kept his expression impassive until Lady Atherton departed.”I don’t wish to attend Lady Atherton’s dull affair,” he said.

Laura drew in her breath and released it in an effort to control her temper. “Do it to honor your father and me.”

“Very well,” he grumbled.

“Join me for a walk in the park. It will do us both good,” she said.

“George is taking Paul and me in his new curricle to Rotten Row.”

Disappointment stung her, but she mustn’t let it show. “I understand,” she said. “Don’t forget we dine at eight.”

“Paul invited me to a card party at his parents’ home. I’ll dine there,” he said.

She tried to temper her frustration, but his thoughtlessness rankled. “I planned supper earlier. Why did you not tell me before?”

“I forgot.” He walked over to the window. “George is here. I’m off.”

She followed him to the landing and watched as he bounded down the stairs. He crossed the great hall without a backward glance and disappeared from her sight. She longed for days gone past when she’d taught him to play backgammon during his summer breaks from school. On sunny days, the two of them would take long walks while a nurse watched over her ailing husband, Phillip. Every night, she and Justin had sat by Phillip’s bedside while she read aloud to them. They had needed her, and she had felt fulfilled, knowing that she’d provided comfort and cheer to her little family.

Laura wrapped her arms around her waist, returned to the drawing room, and shut the door. She donned her shawl and walked to the fire to warm her hands. Prior to traveling to London for the first time, she’d envisioned seeing all the sites with Justin. She felt foolish for believing he would be delighted to accompany her. Now she felt isolated in this rented house and bustling, crowded city, where she had only one friend. She ought not to feel sorry for herself, but she was lonely and a little heartsore that Justin was pushing her away.

“Oh, Phillip, I wish you were here. You would know how to deal with him.”

But her elderly husband had become too ill and would not have been able to handle a recalcitrant young man who was neither an adult nor a child. And Justin’s guardian had taken no interest in providing guidance.

“Better me, than a relative who neither cares nor loves him,” she whispered to no one.
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After an interrupted night’s sleep, Bell spent the better part of the afternoon yawning in Parliament while listening to a gentleman’s petition to divorce his wife. Several witnesses attested to her engagement in criminal conversation, a foolish euphemism for adultery. Naturally, the wife in question had no say in the proceedings. The husband wanted to rid himself of his unfaithful wife so that he could marry another. They had even brought in witnesses, though what they had actually seen remained a mystery to Bell.

Lord Walpin leaned over to Bell and muttered, “Why the devil does he want another wife when he couldn’t satisfy the first one?”

“Maybe he’s having trouble hoisting the sword and blames her.”

Walpin nodded. “A likely scenario. Little wonder she sought her pleasures elsewhere.”

When the session finally ended, Bell visited his tailor to order new shirts and then patronized Hoby’s establishment to get measured for a new pair of boots to replace the ruined ones. Afterward, he went to White’s and ordered his usual beefsteak dinner along with a glass of claret. The aroma of sizzling beef made his mouth water. As he tucked into the steak and boiled potatoes, he thought of his former chef’s words about his boring eating habits. The memory of his insolent chef still rankled.

When he finished his meal, he decided to order a slice of cheesecake. He rarely ate dessert, but he recalled eating cheesecake last spring when he’d dined with Will and his wife, Amy. After the waiter brought it to him, he forked a bite into his mouth. The creamy almond filling together with the slightly salty crust tasted sinfully rich. He took another bite and closed his eyes while savoring the confection.

Footsteps thudded on the carpet. He opened his eyes to find Harry and Colin grinning at him. He felt a bit abashed, but he’d be damned if he showed it.

“Lord, you look blissful,” Harry said. “Must be delicious.”

“It is,” Bell said. “Will you join me?”

“Absolutely,” Colin said.

Bell had surprised himself. Ordinarily, he would make some excuse to leave unless he’d planned to meet someone. He wasn’t an impulsive sort of man, but he suddenly realized that his two oldest friends had been spur-of-the-moment fellows.

“We owe you a drink,” Harry said.

Bell shook his head and motioned for the waiter. “Bring a bottle of brandy for my friends.” Then he noted Harry’s glum expression. “I gather you’re suffering from the bottle ache.”

“Yes,” Harry said in a mournful tone.

“He drank half a bottle of claret last night,” Colin said.

Bell pulled a face. “The devil.”

“It was on account of his latest romantic disaster,” Colin said.

“Ah, I recently parted ways with a mistress. It will blow over,” Bell said.

“No, that’s not it,” Colin said. “Harry falls in love at the drop of a glove. Two nights ago, he fell hard for Mrs. Donovan after seeing her portrayal of Viola at Drury Lane.”

“I was struck by Cupid’s arrow at the sight of her in breeches,” Harry said. “Her bottom twitched in a most seductive manner.”

“Let me see if I have this correct,” Bell said. “You fell in lust with Mrs. Donovan’s derriere.”

Harry nodded. “Oh, yes. I meant to make her an indecent proposal tonight, but now I must adore her from afar.”

“He means he must adore her twitching bottom from afar,” Colin said.

Bell laughed. “I’ll probably regret asking, but why from afar?”

The waiter brought the brandies. After he left, Colin sipped his brandy and continued the story. “After last night’s debacle, Harry has pockets to let.”

Bell leaned toward Harry. “Are you saying all of your money is in the river?”

“No, I believe it’s in the hands of a woman I met at Vauxhall last night,” Harry said. “I was rather distracted by her roving hands.”

“He means her thieving hands,” Colin explained.

Bell guffawed.

Harry sighed. “Oh, well, I’ll survive—somehow.”

“So now I know how you ended up penniless in the waterman’s boat. Do you have no money at all?” Bell said.

Harry shrugged. “I’ll manage until my cousin releases my quarterly funds.”

Bell finished his brandy. “Why not request an advance?”

“Because my cousin, the Earl of Granfield, and I are not in accord,” Harry said. “Don’t get me wrong. Granfield isn’t a bad sort, but all he talks about are his precious pigs. The man is a bloody bore, if you’ll pardon the pun. He wants me to live in his grand manor house in Cornwall and stomp about the pigpens. He names the ugly black sows, for pity’s sake. Last summer, I thought I’d never get the smell of pig dung out of my nostrils.” Harry sighed. “I may never eat bacon again.”

Bell’s shoulders shook with laughter.

“On the bright side, I have five jolly female cousins,” Harry said. “They’re always up for a lark.”

“I can loan you whatever blunt you need, Harry,” Colin said.

“I take it you’re old friends,” Bell said.

Harry grinned. “Since Eton.”

Bell nodded, thinking of his longtime friends Will and Fordham. They had been a merry trio since boyhood. Now his oldest friends had taken a different path, and he felt as if he were treading water. He scowled at the sentimental bent of his thoughts. The devil. He’d never intended to traipse down matrimonial lane. There were plenty of benefits to being a free-wheeling bachelor. If he wanted, he could keep a harem and have a different woman every night. Or perhaps two at once. His groin tightened as he imagined two naked women in his bed.

“What is this wicked grin?” Harry said, exchanging a glance with Colin.

Colin wagged his brows. “He looks almost diabolical.”

“Gentlemen, what would you say to patronizing the theater? I’m in search of a new mistress—or two.”

“Oh, ho,” Harry said. Then he looked at Colin. “How much can you loan me?”

“I’m not paying for you to keep a mistress,” Colin said in exasperation.

“One night, then,” Harry said. “How much does one night cost?”

“Keep your trousers buttoned. You can’t afford an hour, much less a night,” Colin said.

Bell arched his brows. “Maybe you could loan him enough for a quarter of an hour.”

“Only if you’ll time him,” Colin said.

Bell reached inside his coat and flashed his watch at Harry.

“Go to the devil,” Harry said, grinning.

“How about Drury Lane instead? I know an actress who will admit us inside the lady’s dressing room,” Bell said.
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At Drury Lane, Bell surveyed the theater, noting the wax dripping from the chandeliers suspended along the boxes. A man walking below yelped. Bell supposed the management was too tight-fisted to add glass shades.

“This is lavish,” Colin said as he settled in a red velvet chair.

Bell claimed a chair and signaled the footman, who brought champagne for them.

Harry stood at the balcony. “There are a number of lonely ladybirds sitting in the pit.”

“Maybe Colin will loan you a guinea,” Bell said and sipped his champagne.

Harry spun around and grinned. “I’m good for it, I swear.”

Bell and Colin burst out laughing.

“I can’t help it; I’m desperate,” Harry said. “Do you know how long it’s been?”

“No, and I don’t want to hear your confession,” Colin said.

“We’ll visit the dressing rooms at intermission,” Bell said. “Take a seat. The curtain is rising.”

Tonight, The Tempest was playing at Drury Lane, but no one paid much attention, as most of the beau monde was too busy gossiping and watching one another. Bell liked Shakespeare’s plays, especially the comedies. His favorite was Twelfth Night. He’d never admit that he preferred low-brow comedies to serious literature and plays, but the tragedies didn’t interest him. There was enough suffering in the world without inventing more.
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At intermission, Bell led the way downstairs. Behind him, he heard Colin and Harry arguing.

“Harry, do try not to fall in love with the actresses,” Colin said.

“I can’t help it,” Harry said. “I’m a target for Cupid.”

Bell looked over his shoulder. “Trust me, it’s lust.”

“Try harder, Harry,” Colin said. “You’re dashed embarrassing when you get that mooncalf look in your eyes.”

“Best watch out lest some pretty lass snares you in the parson’s mousetrap,” Bell said.

Harry shuddered. “I don’t want a wife—just a temporary bit of muslin.”

“Right, a quarter of an hour’s worth,” Bell drawled.

Colin snorted.

“Ha ha,” Harry said.

Bell hailed some acquaintances as he descended the lower stairs and headed toward the women’s dressing room. The crowd of waiting men parted as he strode forward and rapped on the door. Harry and Colin stopped quarreling and caught up with him.

The door cracked open to reveal Rosalynn, scantily clad in a silk robe. “Bellingham, you devil,” she said, pulling him forward by his lapels.

“Will you let my friends inside?” he asked, grinning at her.

“I might,” Rosalynn said, cupping his face. “You could melt a woman’s petticoats with those blue eyes.”

Bell motioned Harry and Colin to come in. Rosalynn shut the door on the men outside pleading to enter. Inside, the actresses were changing their costumes and weren’t particularly modest. For a moment, Bell found himself mesmerized by the sight of their bosoms and thighs. Then Rosalynn tapped his shoulder. “Aren’t you going to introduce your friends?”

“Oh, yes, of course,” Bell said gathering up his scattered wits. “This is Harry and Colin. I dragged them out of the Thames.”

Rosalynn laughed. “Well, your friends are rather attractive, despite their damp origins.”

An actress with a large bosom approached Harry. “Oh, you’re a looker. I’m Ellie.” She kissed Harry on the cheek. He promptly placed his hand over his heart and pretended to swoon on the threadbare divan.

A redheaded actress wrapped her arms around Colin’s neck, and moments later he was devouring her lips. Ellie and another actress sat on either side of Harry and proceeded to run their hands over his waistcoat. “I think I’ve died and gone to heaven,” he said.

“Or hell,” Bell said.

“If this is hell, I will gladly burn for an eternity,” Harry said.

“Your friends are amusing,” Rosalynn said, perching on Bell’s lap. “Give me a kiss, before I go back onstage.”

He held the back of her nape and swept his tongue inside her mouth.

A few minutes later, she lifted her lips, sounding a bit breathless. “Ah, you’re happy to see me, aren’t you, big fellow?”

He gave her a wicked grin as he lifted her hand and kissed the inside of her wrist. “Can I interest you in an arrangement? There’s a house and jewels.”

For a moment, her eyes lit up with excitement, but she banked it quickly. “You tempt me, Bell, but I’m an independent girl.”

He outlined her lips with a feathery touch. “I’m a generous man,” he said. “You would have access to the premier dressmakers. I will buy you emeralds and treat you like a queen.”

“You tease,” she said.

He cupped her powdered and rouged cheek. “No paint, no rehearsals, no memorizing lines. You could be a lady of leisure.”

“I’m not a lady,” she said, her smile fading.

He squeezed her hand. “You know what I mean. I can give you comfort and pleasure.”

“Say no more, because I fear I’ll say yes.”

“Then say yes,” he said, smiling.

She put her finger over his mouth. “I’ve no doubt it would be wonderful for as long as it lasted,” she murmured. “But you’re a fickle man, and despite the outward trappings, I have a tender heart.”

Her words surprised him, because of her cynical veneer. Ordinarily he wouldn’t take her words at face value, but something in her expression made him suspect she’d told the truth.

Rosalynn brushed a lock of his hair off his brow. “Someday, a woman will come along, and you will lose your heart to her.”

“I don’t have one to lose,” he quipped.

“Rosalynn,” the redhead called, “it’s almost time for the next act.”

She slid off his lap. “Perhaps one evening, I’ll see her in your box.”

“I wouldn’t wager on it if I were you.”

She kissed two fingers and pressed them on his mouth. He stood and watched as she hurried away. Rosalynn was a talented actress, but he knew very little about her. Like him, she was adept at dodging personal questions. Doubtless, she’d been in more than a few rough spots over the years. Despite his disappointment with her refusal, he admired her for maintaining her independence.
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After meeting the actresses, the three men returned to White’s and ordered brandies all around. Bell took out a gold case with cheroots and offered it to his friends. They sat silent, smoking for a while, and then Harry spoke up. “We never did find Bell a new mistress.”

“Hmmm,” Bell said, flicking his cheroot in the ashtray.

“Lady Atherton is holding a ball tomorrow evening,” Colin said.

Bell shook his head. “There’s nothing for me at a ball.”

“You might find a new mistress,” Colin said.

Bell scoffed. “I meet only other gentlemen’s wives or daughters at balls, and I don’t hunt in other men’s territory.”

“What you need is a widow,” Harry said. “Someone clever and beautiful, of course.”

“But widows have expectations,” Colin argued. “Always looking for a new husband.”

“There is a new widow in town,” Harry said. “I heard she’s not in the market for a husband.”

Bell smoothed over his expression, but the news piqued his interest. He would not admit it, however. “That’s what they all say.”

Harry drained his glass and signaled the waiter. “According to my female cousins, she’s a friend of Lady Atherton’s.”

“Oh? Who is she?” Bell asked in a nonchalant manner.

Harry frowned. “I forgot. Lady Dun-something or other.”

Colin smirked. “You’re helpful.”

Harry’s face reddened. “Well, it’s hard to remember the details when all five of my cousins chatter at once.”

Bell nodded. “I’ve never understood how females manage to communicate when they all talk at the same time.”

“Don’t look at me,” Colin said. “I’ve only got two sisters. They’re twins and mostly just talk to each other. When they were very young, they made up their own language. No one could understand their gibberish, except the two of them.”

“Forgive me, but that’s a bit odd,” Bell said. “How old are they?”

“Fifteen. My parents worry they’ll never marry because they prefer each other to all other society,” he said.

“What you need are twin brothers for them.” Harry blew out a smoke ring.

Colin pulled a face. “What? Are you the designated matchmaker now?”

“It was only a suggestion,” Harry grumbled.

“Actually, it’s not a bad solution.” Bell stubbed out his cheroot.

“Thank you.” Harry traced his finger round the rim of his glass. “I heard about your family. You don’t have any relatives at all?”

“Harry, for God’s sake,” Colin said. “Don’t pry.”

Out of habit, Bell fixed a blank expression on his face. He ought to have expected the question, given the topic of families.

Harry winced. “My apologies.”

A hollow feeling descended in Bell’s chest. “There’s no one. I’m the last of my line.”

“I’m sorry to hear of it,” Colin said.

Bell shrugged. “It’s been five years. Life goes on.”

An uncomfortable silence ensued. He hated that part the most. No one ever knew what to say afterward, least of all him. He’d trained himself not to think about the sudden deaths of his mother, father, and brother. It had been the only way he’d known to deal with the overwhelming grief. Lately, it seemed that the memories kept invading, despite his efforts to shut them off.

Harry looked down at the table. “My father died when I was ten. After I went back to school the next year, the other boys avoided me. It was as if they thought it was a contagion. I was awfully glad Colin stood by me.”

Bell looked at Harry, realizing that he understood. “After the funeral, I went off to the Continent with friends for four years.”

Harry looked up and smiled as if relieved. “That must have been an adventure.”

After the worst of the shock passed, he’d been numb, but bit by bit he’d grown increasingly interested in the people and towns they visited. “It was a grand experience,” Bell said. “We traveled to France and Italy and lived like nomads.” He huffed. “We rode donkeys one time. Never again,” he said, shaking his head.

Colin laughed. “Lucky you. I always wanted to go.”

Harry stubbed out his cheroot and looked at Bell. “Are you setting up Rosalynn as your new mistress?”

“No, she’s dedicated to treading the boards,” Bell said.

“A pity,” Colin said. “Harry, tell us more about the widow.”

Harry finished off his brandy. “My female cousins said she’s purported to be very proper. They heard no man can tempt her.”

Bell’s blood surged as the word challenge echoed in his mind.

“He’s probably not interested in a tepid ball,” Harry said.

“But there’s the midnight supper,” Colin said, “and punch.”

Bell made his decision. “If it’s too tame, we can always leave.”

“Right,” Harry said. “So you’re in?”

“Why not?” He intended to secure an introduction to the very proper lady, whom he just might lead astray.
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Two hours later, Bell waved Harry and Colin off in a hackney and stood watching as his carriage rumbled toward him. Masculine laughter alerted him. He looked out of the corners of his eyes and frowned at the trio of young men. The boy he’d seen last evening with the wheat-colored hair was staggering a bit. For a moment, he thought of saying something to them, because it was clear they were foxed and sitting ducks for London’s criminal element. But he didn’t know them.

They were someone else’s responsibility.

Yet, as he climbed in the carriage, he found himself wishing he’d given them a stern warning. If their parents didn’t take them in hand soon, the young men might find themselves in debt or worse. But their welfare wasn’t any of his affair. He knew better than to stick his nose in the business of others.

Bell rapped the roof of the carriage. Minutes later, the vehicle jerked into motion. As the carriage rocked along, he tried to push the image of the young men out of his mind, as he’d always done when he didn’t want to think about something. But for reasons he didn’t understand, he found it difficult to forget them.

Perhaps they reminded him too much of his own short-lived misadventures the year when he and his friends graduated from Cambridge. They’d managed to escape some tedious entertainment and found their way into a bawdy house. He’d been titillated and scared witless at the same time. If not for his friend Will’s older brother Hawk, who found them, the three of them might have ended up with the French pox. Bell remembered worrying that Hawk would spill everything to his parents. Instead, the earl had purchased some French letters and told them to use them if they valued their sorry hides.

All of that had happened several years ago—a lifetime ago, when his world had seemed secure and full of possibilities. He’d soon learned how quickly and easily cruel fate could snatch away everyone he held dear.

He huffed, thinking it was the brandy that had made him maudlin tonight.

Yes, it was the brandy. And three young bucks who undoubtedly believed that nothing bad could ever happen to them.


Chapter Four

Laura was at her wit’s end as she paced the green drawing room. Every hour that passed increased her concern. She had rung the bell for the butler four times to inquire if Justin had returned. Eventually, she’d forced herself to stop troubling the servants when clearly they would inform her the moment he arrived home.

Once again, she glanced at the mantel clock and fisted her hands. It was one thirty in the morning. When Justin returned home, she would blister his ears for running amuck like one of those irresponsible rakes. If he didn’t explain his whereabouts and apologize for making her worry herself sick, she would take him home on the morrow.

Oh, she never, ever should have brought him to London.

The worst part was that there was nothing she could do. London was a sprawling city, and any attempt to hunt for him would prove impossible. But she couldn’t stop worrying. Some horrid thief might accost him. Her sweet Justin could die on the streets without her ever knowing what had happened to him.

Stop it. She was allowing her imagination to run away with her, and that would do her no good at all. She needed to be calm and collected when Justin returned. Then she would be firm about the consequences of disobeying her. He would spend the next week secluded in their town house as punishment for arriving home long after midnight.

For now, she must try to rein in her agitation. She made herself pick up a book and sit in a chair to read. When she settled on the cushion, she realized that she’d managed to choose a volume of Shakespeare’s sonnets. With a sigh, she remembered the sound of her late husband Phillip’s voice as he’d read to her during their brief courtship. The Earl of Chesfield had been twenty-seven years her senior when she’d met him, but he’d been kind to her, even though she was far beneath him. Although she’d been only twenty, she and Phillip had shared a love of walks and poetry. Despite the great age difference, she’d loved him.

When Phillip had proposed, her father had been aghast, but Laura had known her prospects of marrying were frankly below sea level. Her papa had tried hard, but with ten children, he couldn’t provide the sort of dowry that would attract husbands for his four daughters. Her mother had said it was a practical decision and was proud that Laura had married so well. Laura had been very grateful to Phillip for providing financial assistance to her family, but more than anything, she’d loved being his wife. When he’d confessed he worried she’d made a bad bargain with an old man, she had told him never to speak the words again.

Her biggest regret was that she’d never been able to provide him with more children, because he’d grown ill early in their marriage. Phillip had felt guilty, but she’d always shushed him. Four years after his death, she still missed him on a daily basis, but she kept busy with her charitable projects, reading, and looking after Justin.

Justin was the light of her life, the only son of her late husband. For the past eight years she’d been the only mother he’d ever really known. Phillip had gotten married late in life to his first wife, Eleanor, who had produced Justin and died in childbirth along with the infant one year later. A succession of nannies had looked after the boy, until Laura had agreed to marry Phillip.

It was times like this that she missed her late husband the most. When she’d married Phillip, she’d adored his son, and Justin had loved her as well. Back then, she’d not anticipated the difficulties that lay ahead with parenting a seventeen-year-old who thought himself invincible, but she would manage. As with most things, there were always bumps in the road. Long ago, she’d learned to tackle one problem at a time. It was the only thing that had saved her sanity while nursing her severely ailing spouse. She’d hated watching him suffer, but at least he had not been alone.

Those thoughts dampened her spirits considerably. She always tried to focus on the positive, but tonight, she found it more of a trial than ever. The clock chimed twice, and Laura massaged her temples. If only she knew where to look for her stepson, she would scour the city. Laura was grateful to have one friend here, because it made the homesickness for Hampshire more bearable.

The sound of masculine voices alerted her. Laura gathered up her skirts and rushed out onto the landing. She pressed her hand to her chest upon seeing Justin with his two friends George and Paul.

Relief replaced her anger, but only momentarily. She descended the stairs, focusing primarily on Justin. She noticed that his friends wouldn’t look her in the eyes, and that bothered her more than anything. Only someone with something to hide would look away.

“Laura, we had an accident,” Justin said. He looked at his friends as if seeking corroboration.

“Right,” George said. “One of the horses threw a shoe, and there we were, stuck on the dark street, looking for a hackney.”

“It took a long time before we found one,” Paul said.

“You’ll need a ride home, I suppose,” Laura said.

Paul gave her a blank look. “The hackney is waiting for us.”

“We’d better be off,” George said.

After the two young men left, Justin started to walk away, but Laura put her hand on his arm. When he turned to her, he lurched a little. That was the moment she smelled the spirits on his breath.

Her lips thinned. “Come with me to the drawing room.”

“Aw, not now,” Justin said.

“Yes, now,” Laura said.

When they reached the drawing room, he sprawled in a chair with a sullen expression.

“Justin, I know you’ve been imbibing strong drink.”

He rolled his eyes. “I only had one drink.”

“You cannot fool me,” she said. “We spoke about the dangers of London before we left Hampshire. You promised me that you would use caution.”

“We were stuck, and it was deuced cold,” Justin said. “The driver had a flask.”

“A likely tale.” She paused and added, “I don’t trust your friends. George wouldn’t even look me in the eye.”

“Stop treating me like an infant,” Justin said.

“I worried about you,” she said. “It is after two o’clock in the morning. If something happened to you, I wouldn’t even know where to look.”

“You worry too much. I told you we got stuck,” he said, resting his chin in his palm.

“I promised your father that I would look after you.”

He shoved out of the chair. “I can look after myself.”

She went after him. “Justin, do not walk out on me.”

“Let go, Laura. I don’t need a nursemaid.”

“Justin, I’ve half a mind to take you back to Hampshire on the morrow.”

He ignored her and strode out of the drawing room.

When the door closed, she looked up at the ceiling. “Oh, Phillip, I wish you were here to set him straight.” But he wasn’t, and it was up to her to ensure her stepson didn’t land in a situation that might prove disastrous. She straightened her spine, determined to have another talk with Justin in the morning. If he wasn’t cooperative, she would remove him from the city faster than he could blink.

Like it or not, he’d find out soon that she was made of stern stuff and wouldn’t tolerate rebelliousness.
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The next morning, Bell attended his fencing practice at Angelo’s. Perspiration dotted his forehead as he attacked, but he’d learned the art of reserving his strength. The fencing master was familiar with his technique. For several minutes, they parried as usual. Then something rose up inside Bell. He surprised the fencing master by lunging earlier than usual. A surge of energy rolled through his veins as he went on the attack, moving quickly and ruthlessly. He was vaguely aware of a gathering crowd as he pushed harder and faster.

The master parried, but Bell went on the attack again and again, gritting his teeth and giving his opponent no quarry. Some long-buried need to fight, win, and capture rose up within him. He didn’t think; he just gave into the primitive instincts coursing through him. Voices rumbled as their blades clanged, and then he rushed forward, forcing the master backward.

When the assault ended, rousing applause rang out. Bell ignored it and shook the master’s hand. He wasn’t all that surprised by the aggressive feelings that had coursed through him. He had the blood of medieval warriors running in his veins, and despite his polite, albeit cynical, veneer, he figured he was only one step removed from his savage ancestors.

He set aside the rapier and accepted a towel. After patting his forehead and chest, he looked up to find the trio of youngbloods he’d seen twice before. He probably wouldn’t have recollected them, if not for the lean one with the unusual wheat-colored hair. The other two were unremarkable in looks, but shared the same surly expression as their friend. The only other distinctive trait all three shared was bloodshot eyes. Bell walked past, determined to dismiss them altogether. But when he pulled his damp shirt over his head, their voices reached him.

“Damn my eyes, did you see the muscles in his chest and upper arms?” one of the dark-haired boys said.

“Looks as if he’s been chopping firewood,” the one with the wheat-colored hair said.

Bell heard the sarcasm in the young man’s voice and looked at him with an intense expression.

The young man pretended not to notice.

Bell snorted and walked off. Oh, ho. He didn’t envy the father of this unruly young fellow.

His thoughts turned elsewhere as he dried off and dressed. He had several matters to review before the sessions in Parliament this afternoon. Then he remembered the ball he’d agreed to attend with Harry and Colin. With a huff, he figured the widow was either fictitious or unattractive. There was, however, a slight chance she would turn out to be beautiful and willing. He snorted. Harry’s female cousins had probably fabricated the story in jest.
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Bell returned home that afternoon and went to his study to attend to the mail. His secretary’s pen scratched as he recorded Bell’s instructions to bankers, solicitors, and his steward in Devonshire. Next, he tackled the mountain of invitations for the following week and only accepted a few where he knew he would meet up with some of his political allies.

When his secretary handed him a personal letter, Bell broke the seal. It was from his old friend Will. He dismissed the secretary and unfolded the letter.



Dear Bell,



It’s been an age since last I saw you. Sorry for being so slow to write. It’s been quite busy since we moved last fall. I’m sure by now that Fordham has informed you of his marriage. Well, I never thought I’d see the day that our friend would settle down, but there you have it. He probably told you that Amy and I are expecting our first child this summer. I told her I wanted a girl to please her, but she didn’t believe me. My wife has always seen right through me.

I hope you’ll visit us in the Cotswolds this summer. It’s quite cozy and rather scenic here. We take long walks, and I’ve even acquired a couple of setters. I thought them good dogs for a gentleman, but as it turns out they’re terrified of my cat. So now I’m stuck with a pair of cowardly setters, and a cat who thinks she’s the queen of our cottage.

Amy sends her regards and says she will be sure to serve roast beef and pudding when you visit us. I hope all is well in London. Send a letter when you can.


Yours, etc.

W. D.





Bell folded the letter, remembering the four years he and Will had spent journeying on the Continent. Lord, they’d had some wild adventures, but they were over now. Nothing would ever be the same.

He ran his thumb over the seal, thinking perhaps he would pay his old friend a visit this summer, but he reconsidered. After all, he wasn’t keen on domestic bliss. Lord, dogs, cats, and soon an infant. Will had certainly turned over the proverbial new leaf, and now Fordham would follow in his footsteps.

Bell sighed, knowing he should have foreseen it all, but somehow he’d just never thought of it.

He stowed the letter in a drawer, stood, and walked out of the study. Tonight he would attend the ball, and if luck were with him, he’d find a new mistress.


Chapter Five

Laura tapped her foot in the drawing room while waiting for Justin to appear. When the clock struck nine, she lost all patience, marched upstairs to his bedchamber, and rapped her fist on the door. “Justin, are you ready yet?”

“Go away,” he said.

She inhaled, determined not to lose her temper. “Open the door, please.”

When he didn’t answer right away, she inhaled sharply. “Either you open this door or I’ll take you back to Hampshire early tomorrow morning.”

Heavy footsteps sounded. When he yanked the door open, a blond lock fell over his brow, and he regarded her with a sullen expression. At least he was dressed for the ball. Then he stepped a bit too close.

Justin had developed the habit of using his height to loom over her, but she wasn’t the least bit intimidated. “Why are you so opposed to accompanying me?” Not so very long ago, he’d always been agreeable, but since coming to London, Justin had balked at being seen in her company.

“I don’t see why you won’t let me go with my friends,” he said.

She wouldn’t let him go with his friends because she didn’t trust them. Frankly, she didn’t trust Justin either, after smelling the liquor on his breath last night. There was no doubt in her mind that his friends were a bad influence.

“Justin, you have two choices,” she said. “Either you accompany me or we stay home. I’m perfectly content to spend a quiet evening with a book.”

“You can’t stop me from leaving,” he said.

“Perhaps not, but if you insist upon rebelling, I’ll have no choice but to contact your uncle.” It was the last thing she wanted to do, because Montclief had made it clear he was too busy with his own large brood of children to be bothered, even though he was the boy’s guardian. At any rate, Laura felt she was the best person to see to Justin’s needs.

“You always want to control me,” Justin said.

Her temples throbbed. “You wouldn’t rebel like this if your father were alive.”

Guilt flickered in his eyes. “It’s dashed embarrassing,” he said. “My mates will poke fun at me.”

She took a deep breath. “It will be a large ball, and you will have plenty of freedom. There will be pretty girls you can dance with, and you can see your friends. I doubt they’ll notice you arrived with me.”

He scuffed his shoe on the carpet. “I suppose so.”

“That’s better,” she said, smiling. “I’m sure you’ll have a wonderful time. Shall we go to the ball now?”

He nodded and followed her downstairs.

They remained silent all during the carriage ride, but Laura’s thoughts whirled as the wheels clattered along the cobblestones. Tonight was yet another test of her parental abilities. This morning, she’d threatened to take him back home to their country estate, and he’d apologized, but she’d known he was only trying to placate her. Laura had spoken to him at length about criminals and pickpockets. He’d scoffed and told her he could take care of himself.

All of his insistence that he could look after himself had the opposite effect on her. She worried that he’d never even considered the bad things that might befall him if he wasn’t careful. Laura suspected he didn’t believe anything bad could happen, and that worried her more than anything.

Part of her wanted to take him to their country home immediately, but she would give him another chance. Tonight, he’d listened to her, and that gave her hope. In truth, she’d looked forward to spending the season in London, even though she’d initially been a bit intimidated. Of course, she’d had visions of visiting museums and plays with Justin, but he preferred his friends to her. Laura supposed it was only natural, but she’d grown increasingly anxious about his friends the past fortnight. No matter how trying it was, she must stand her ground.

In the near future, Justin would reach his majority and sooner than she wished. She didn’t like to think about the day when he no longer needed her, but it was coming, and she must mentally prepare herself. But how did a mother let her chick fly from the nest? She shook the thought off and decided to deal with that eventuality only when she must.

After waiting in a long queue of vehicles, the carriage finally rolled to a stop before Lord and Lady Atherton’s grand mansion. Two tall lamps produced flames, lighting their way. Justin accompanied her inside and walked beside her up the stairs. The enormous crowd in the ballroom rattled her nerves a bit. Laura feared she would spend the evening all alone, but Lady Atherton greeted her and offered to introduce her to others. Laura was grateful, but her pulse quickened when Justin disappeared in the crowd. She squelched the urge to go after him and told herself that he wouldn’t get into trouble at a ball. Yet apprehension niggled at the back of her brain. Oh dear, she must stop worrying so much. If she attempted to smother him, he would most certainly balk.

Lady Atherton smiled at her. “Lord Chesfield looks very handsome tonight. You must be proud of him.”

“I am, thank you,” Laura said. “There are days when he tries my patience.” That, of course, was an understatement.

“If you ever need anything, advice or assistance, you must come to me, dear,” Lady Atherton said. “I have four boys, all grown now, but I’ve not forgotten their unruly years.”

Laura met Lady Atherton’s lined eyes. “Thank you. I appreciate any advice you’re willing to impart.”

Lady Atherton took her arm and leaned closer to Laura as they took a turn about the room. “Many are watching you tonight. You’re new to town. Others are curious.”

“The very thought is a bit unsettling,” Laura said. “I fear I’ll appear a country bumpkin in their eyes.”

“Well, if it helps, you look quite poised and very beautiful. The yellow trim on your white gown is understated, but it is lovely on you.” Lady Atherton surveyed the ballroom. “Ah, I see more than a few curious glances directed at you. Beware the jealous cats.”

Laura frowned. “But they don’t even know me.”

“My dear, they have eyes in their head, and you are easily the most beautiful woman here.”

Laura scoffed. “You flatter me too much. There are many ladies here who are far more elegant and sophisticated.”

“But you are new and a curiosity for everyone. They wish to challenge you and see if you’re clever or not.”

“I’m not one to play games, Lady Atherton. All I can be is myself, and if that is unacceptable to the ton, then so be it. I’m here only for the sake of my stepson.”

Lady Atherton raised her brows. “Really? How very unselfish of you.”

Laura’s face grew a bit warm. “While I’m certainly happy to make new acquaintances, I have no expectations of impressing anyone.”

“Well said, my dear. I rather think your practicality will win over more than a few.”

“And perhaps bore the others,” Laura said with a smile. “I’m a country girl at heart and unlikely to make a splash. Frankly, I don’t wish to do so.”

“What you wish may not be yours to command,” Lady Atherton said.

Laura smiled. “I fear I’m keeping you from other friends.”

“Nonsense,” she said. “Now, here’s a bit of advice, all of which I learned the hard way over the course of many years. Ignore any snide remarks and steer clear of that man,” she said, tipping her silver coiffure.

Laura blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

Lady Atherton led her a few paces forward and halted. “Turn to your right and peer about as if you’re looking for someone. You’ll see a gentleman with the most startling blue eyes standing beneath the chandelier near the sideboard.”

Laura laughed a little and followed Lady Atherton’s instructions. A man who easily stood over six feet tall was speaking to two other gentlemen near the sideboard. She caught her breath when he turned slightly, but he didn’t appear to notice her, thank goodness. In profile, he had a shock of fashionably disheveled black hair and thick arched brows that made him appear almost satanic. She started to look away, but the tall man turned forward to speak to someone. An ironic, sideways smile lit his face.

She caught her breath. He had the most arresting sky blue eyes she’d ever seen.

All around her, people swept past, but it was as if time had slowed. She’d met her share of attractive gentlemen, but this man was so far above handsome that any descriptive words escaped her. And God help her, she couldn’t tear her gaze away from him.

He was the sort of man who made virtuous women forget their morals and lift their skirts.

His brows drew together as if he were puzzled. Then he looked directly at her.

Breathe.

A wicked smile lit his face as he slowly let his gaze slide down her body.

Her pulse quickened, and her lips parted. Every inch of her skin felt warm, too warm.

He reversed his gaze with agonizing slowness until he paused to look at her breasts. She should be horrified and outraged, but long-buried desire flared. Her nipples tightened, and she realized his visual seduction was calculated to make her feel as if he’d touched her.

At long last, he looked into her eyes with a knowing expression and winked.

Mortified, she turned away and applied her fan to her hot face. Her heart was pounding. Oh, dear God, she’d just stood there while he perused her body as if he were mentally peeling off her clothes.

What was the matter with her? Laura winced, realizing he’d probably marked her for a loose woman. Oh, she wanted to kick herself for allowing him to ogle her as if she were a strumpet.

When someone tapped her shoulder, she gasped and then exhaled in relief upon seeing Lady Atherton. “You startled me.”

Lady Atherton smiled a little. “That man is the Earl of Bellingham. He is a handsome devil, but you do not wish to become one of his conquests. By all accounts, his soul is made of ice, and he has no scruples whatsoever.”

A nervous laugh escaped Laura. “I’m positive he would have no interest in me.” She wanted to shift the blame to him, but she’d all but invited him to examine her.

Lady Atherton took her arm and started strolling. “What he wants, he gets. Be sure it’s not you.”

The fine hairs on her neck stiffened, but she refused to be afraid of him. She was fooling herself. It wasn’t him she feared; it was herself. Never before had she reacted so strongly to a man, but she would have to be made out of stone not to find him exceptionally handsome. “I doubt he’d be interested in me when there are so many ladies who possess the sophisticated veneer that I lack and really do not wish to acquire.” But she suspected it wasn’t sophistication he sought.

“Ah, but you are new, different, and have a smile that could light up every lantern in Vauxhall,” Lady Atherton said.

Laura shrugged. “I will have to take your word for it, because I’ve never been there—or anywhere else but here for that matter.”

“Tomorrow, you must come with me to Rotten Row. It’s where everyone rides at five in the afternoon to see and be seen.”

Laura winced, fearing she’d sounded as if she were fishing for an invitation. “You mustn’t feel obliged to entertain me. I’m sure you have other friends, and I do not wish to impose.”

“It is no imposition, dear. I enjoy your company.” Lady Atherton looked past her and then released her breath. “Oh dear, he’s watching you.”

Laura frowned. “Who?”

“Bellingham. Do not look in his direction.”

“Trust me, I’ve no intention of doing so,” Laura said.

Lady Atherton sighed. “Admittedly, he does have a tragedy in his past that everyone says changed him drastically.”

The news piqued her curiosity. “What happened?” Laura said.

“I’ll tell you what I’ve heard later, when we can speak without listening ears. Only his closest confidants know the particulars.” She sighed. “It is such a waste. I’ve heard he never intends to marry, even though all of his properties will forfeit to the crown.”

“Good heavens,” Laura said. “What is wrong with the man?”

Lady Atherton shook her head. “Everyone has a breaking point. His came far too early in life.”

Despite her friend’s warning, Laura couldn’t help the compulsion to steal one more glance at him, but he no longer stood in the same place. She released her pent-up breath and thought it for the best. Then someone brushed very close past her. She looked over her shoulder, only to find the earl standing before a woman wearing a ruby-colored gown with a daringly low bodice. Laura sniffed. Well, he’d clearly found a disreputable female to do his bidding.

“You see, he is a rake—one of the worst,” Lady Atherton said. “There is a long list of high flyers in his past.”

Laura regarded Lady Atherton with puzzlement. “High flyers?”

A fleeting smile touched Lady Atherton’s lips as she leaned closer. “It is a fancy term for a courtesan.”

“Well, then, I’ve nothing to worry about. A man like him would have no interest in a respectable vicar’s daughter.”

“My dear, you may be a widow and have a stepson, but you’re very naïve if you believe you are unattractive, and I say that only to protect you. A woman who is hard to get is like a carrot dangling on a stick to a rake.”

“Well, I’m sure the earl can find riper vegetables elsewhere,” she said. “I’m far too sensible for the likes of a big, bad rake. Besides, I have my hands full looking after my stepson.”

Lady Atherton regarded her with a smile. “He’s a very lucky young man to have such a wonderful stepmama.”

Laura gave her a rueful look. “I doubt he would agree right now.” She sighed. “He wishes to be independent, but I fear he lacks judgment.”

“Speaking of your stepson, he’s dancing with Lady Celeste.”

Laura turned and smiled upon seeing Justin acquit himself so well. She’d taught him to dance, and he’d had plenty of practice at country assemblies. “Oh, he does look handsome, doesn’t he?”

Lady Atherton looked at her with a slightly puzzled expression. “You’re as proud as if he were your own son.”

“Justin is my son, even if he is not of my flesh and blood,” she said.

“Have you considered marrying again? You can’t be above twenty-six,” Lady Atherton said.

“I’m twenty-eight,” Laura said with a rueful smile. “I doubt I shall ever remarry. Justin is my focus right now. At any rate, I cannot imagine ever meeting another man who would suit me as well as Phillip.”

“Perhaps a gentleman in London will sweep you off your feet,” Lady Atherton said with a sly smile.

Laura shook her head. “I’m far too practical for that.”

“Come with me,” Lady Atherton said. “I wish to introduce you to the Duchess of Shelbourne. You’ll like her. She’s quite witty, and not so very long ago, she was a bona fide matchmaker.”

“Oh dear,” Laura said. “Should I be afraid?”

“She gave up matchmaking for motherhood a few years ago. For now, let me tell you the arresting tale of how she became the duke’s matchmaker and eventually his bride.”


Chapter Six

Bell spoke briefly with his former mistress, and then he saw the beautiful blond lady walking away with Lady Atherton. He followed at a discreet distance, because he couldn’t get her out of his head. But then Lady Atherton led her over to the Duchess of Shelbourne, and Bell made himself turn away.

He recalled his feeling earlier that someone was watching him, and then he’d met her gaze. He’d been taken aback by her pretty eyes and had expected her to blush. Instead, she’d stood there with her plump lips slightly parted, as if mesmerized. Then he’d given in to the wicked urge to survey the rest of her. He accounted himself a connoisseur of shapely women, and she was perfectly proportioned. Sanity returned as he’d realized that others might remark upon his visual inspection of her, and so he’d winked to break the spell.

He should keep his distance. Lady Atherton was a well-known high stickler and would have put a flea in his ear if she’d seen him mentally undressing the younger woman. He told himself the petite blond was not for him, but she was the kind of woman a man didn’t easily forget.

With a sigh, he joined some of his political acquaintances in one of the drawing rooms. A few minutes later several other men, including Harry and Colin, invaded the room. Bell stood with his arms folded over his chest as Harry exaggerated Bell’s heroism two nights ago. A number of grinning gentlemen gathered around. Harry greatly embellished the tale by adding a fight with the waterman and snakes in the river. Bell figured that even reptiles couldn’t survive the foul Thames, but he said nothing.

Judging from the men’s expressions, everyone was accustomed to Harry’s tall tales. When he finished the story, the other gentlemen chuckled and disbursed. Bell followed his new friends back to the ballroom and found himself looking for the lovely blond, even though he’d sworn to stay away from her.

A few minutes later, he walked with Harry and Colin over to the punch bowl. Colin looked out at the crowd and frowned. “Excuse me,” he said.

Harry poured a cup of punch, sipped it, and grimaced.

“Is it too strong?” Bell asked.

“Lord, no. It’s completely devoid of spirits.” Harry set the cup aside. “Where is the brandy decanter?”

Lady Atherton walked over to him. “Harry, you rogue, I’ll not have you spiking the punch bowl again. Lady Renwick is still mortified over her drunken state on the dance floor last year.”

Harry wagged his brows. “Literally on the dance floor, with her skirts up to her knees.”

“I’m sorry to have missed it,” Bell said, laughing.

Lady Atherton rolled her eyes. “Men. No matter how old you grow, there’s a twelve-year-old scamp inside all of you.” She made a shooing motion. “Both of you find dance partners and stay out of the brandy.”

Bell’s shoulders shook after she left. “I haven’t had a trimming like that in years.”

Harry looked out at the dance floor and stiffened. “Dash it all. I hope they don’t kill each other.”

“Who?” Bell said.

“Colin and his nemesis Lady Angeline,” Harry said.

“Lady Angeline?” Bell said.

“The Duke of Wycoff’s eldest daughter,” Harry said. “She and Colin were born only one week apart, and their mothers promised them to each other in the cradle. Naturally, they hate each other. I hope Angie doesn’t plant him a facer.”

Bell saw Colin and a young woman glaring at each other on the dance floor. “She’s a hoyden, I take it.”

“Only around Colin,” Harry said. “She can’t stand it when he bests her and vice versa.” He paused and added, “Did you meet the new widow yet?”

“No, but then I don’t know her name or what she looks like.”

“My female cousins said she’s Lady Chesfield, but I think they’re leading me on a merry chase.”

“Probably,” Bell said.

Harry looked toward the dance floor. “I’m to dance the next set with Miss Martindale. I’d better find her.”

As Bell made his way through the crowd, he noticed that Lady Atherton was strolling with the petite blond again. Ah well, she was a friend of Lady Atherton, which meant she was too respectable to be any man’s mistress. For all he knew, she was some man’s wife.

Bell decided to walk out to the gardens and smoke a cheroot. He strode toward the back of the house, and though he wasn’t familiar with the layout, he managed to find his way to the door leading outside. There were lanterns in the trees, though he detected no one about. The wind was a bit chilly as it whipped the tails of his coat, but he welcomed the cold as he lit a cheroot from one of the lanterns. The wind riffled the leaves in the tall trees. He inhaled the smoke from the cheroot and enjoyed the relative silence, though London was never really quiet.

He exhaled and recalled his aggressiveness while fencing. The best cure for his hot-blooded nature was a toss in the sheets. He wondered about the best way to secure a new mistress. The Cyprians were giving another entertainment next week, and that was probably his best bet.

Too bad about the fictitious widow, he thought with a slight grin. Lord only knew where or how these rumors got started, but he thought a widow might suit him, provided she understood that marriage was not part of the bargain. It would be a tricky business, trying to figure out whether the widow was amenable to an intimate relationship or not. If he made a mistake, he would cause a grievous insult. His lips curved a bit. Since when had he ever missed an opportunity to persuade a lady to loosen her morals?

He ground out the cheroot and lit up another. Next week, he would attend Fordham’s wedding. He’d just never thought Fordham was the marrying kind, but he supposed most men took the step, because of the expectations of family and friends.

No one had expectations of him, and that suited him well enough.

The low rumble of masculine laughter made Bell frown. Patches of misty fog made it difficult to see, but three young men emerged on the other side of the path. He squinted and sure enough, one of them was the young man with wheat-colored hair. His friend halted and passed something around. Bell wagered it was a flask.

He inhaled as the trio disappeared from his sight. Shrugging, he figured they were at least safe from thieves and pickpockets in the garden. How they would fare guzzling whatever liquor was in the flask was another matter altogether, but they would pay for it with the bottle ache on the morrow.

A few minutes later, he ground out his cheroot. He thought of returning to the house, but he decided to indulge in one more cheroot first.
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“Look, it is Lord Pembroke,” Lady Atherton said, leaning closer to Laura. “He is a widower in his early forties and has thirty thousand a year. The bald spot is unfortunate, but he is considered a good catch.”

“Thank you, but I’m not fishing,” Laura said.

Lady Atherton waved and then motioned him over.

Oh dear. Laura feared Lady Atherton was bent on a matchmaking scheme. “Lady Atherton, I am not ready for courtship. I doubt I ever will be again.”

“Of course, you will,” Lady Atherton said. “Ah, Lord Pembroke,” she said enthusiastically. “May I introduce you to my friend, Lady Chesfield. She is new to town.”

Pembroke bowed over Laura’s hand. “It is a pleasure to meet you.”

Laura curtsied. “And you as well, my lord.”

“Well, Pembroke,” Lady Atherton said, “you will be glad to hear that Lady Chesfield is not spoken for in the next dance.”

A hot flush spread to Laura’s face.

“Indeed, I am delighted,” he said. “Lady Chesfield, would you do me the honor?”

“Yes, of course.” Laura was mortified, but she could not refuse his request without giving insult.

When he offered his arm, she took it and strolled along with him. “I fear you may have felt coerced to dance with me,” she said.

“Not at all,” he said. “I’m delighted to dance with you, but perhaps you’re the one who isn’t happy about it.”

“Oh, not at all,” she hurriedly assured him. “I just didn’t want you to feel obliged.”

“Then I declare that both of us are happy to dance together.”

He led her to the dance floor, and she smiled as she stood across from him. But as they waited for the set to form, her thoughts raced. He really was a very nice gentleman, but Lady Atherton apparently had not taken Laura seriously about her lack of interest in remarrying. Laura knew she must make it clear to her friend that she did not welcome any matchmaking efforts. The last thing she wanted was to spend the entire season dodging eligible bachelors.

At long last, the dance started. While turning with another couple, she continued to stew over Lady Atherton’s maneuvering. Oh, why did others always think they knew what was best for one? Laura knew Lady Atherton had good intentions, but of course, she wouldn’t have thought past the marriage contracts. Laura couldn’t even imagine Justin’s reaction if she were to remarry, but she suspected he would find it embarrassing and perhaps even think he’d become a third wheel, which was foolish. He came first in her life.

What man would wish to wed a woman who would put her stepson before him?

Then there was the issue of Justin’s uncle. While she tried to reassure herself that Montclief had taken no interest in his guardianship to date, she had no idea how Justin’s uncle would react if she remarried. She was Justin’s stepmother, and if she were to remarry, Montclief might conclude his nephew was better off with blood relatives.

No, she could not risk remarrying until Justin reached his majority, even if she wanted to, which she did not. It would feel wrong to her, even though Phillip had passed four years ago. That might seem like many years to others, but to her, it was too soon to even think of it.

Or was she simply making excuses, because she was afraid of the changes that would occur in the next few years when Justin reached his majority?

When the dance ended, Lord Pembroke gave her an enigmatic look. “You seem quite lost in your thoughts.”

“Oh, I beg your pardon,” she said. “I fear it’s a bad habit of mine. Do forgive me.”

“No apology is necessary,” he said. “Will you join me at the midnight supper?”

“Oh, well, I’m unsure where my stepson is,” she said. “Perhaps I should locate him.”

Lord Pembroke regarded her with an indulgent smile. “I find your concern for him so refreshing, even though he is almost grown.”

Physically, he was grown, but mentally, he’d gotten rather rebellious, but that was not something she would discuss with Lord Pembroke.

“I won’t keep you overly long,” Lord Pembroke said. “At any rate, I suspect your stepson is in the dining room at this instant, wolfing down some of Lady Atherton’s famous delicacies.”

“Perhaps you’re correct,” she said.

“I’m sure I am. Young men always have healthy appetites,” Lord Pembroke said, raising his voice to be heard above the crowd sounds that had increased in volume as everyone headed toward the door.

She let Pembroke escort her and told herself it was foolish to keep worrying about her stepson. Undoubtedly, she would find him downstairs with everyone else. At the moment, the guests were converging toward the ballroom doors, and the crowd was moving at the proverbial snail’s pace. She tried craning her head in an effort to spot Justin, but it was useless in this packed room. Laura reminded herself that he was seventeen not seven, and that he was far less likely to find trouble at a ball than on the public streets of London.

Perhaps it was time to loosen the invisible leading strings that she’d symbolically attached to Justin. Yes, he’d made a mistake the night before last when he’d clearly imbibed spirits, but she mustn’t get in the habit of suspecting him of some transgression all of the time. That road would only lead to constant disagreements and bickering, something she hoped to avoid. At the same time, however, he needed to demonstrate good judgment and prove he was trustworthy.

Eventually, they descended the last of the steps and made their slow way to the dining room. Laura began to think ton balls were more of a nuisance than a pleasure, with so many people gathered in one house. Lady Atherton had told her that a huge crowd at a ball was considered a smashing success. Perhaps for the hostess, Laura thought, but not necessarily for the guests.

“Ah, here we go,” Lord Pembroke said. “The dining room doors are wide open now.”

Once they entered, she drank a cup of punch with Lord Pembroke and nibbled at a slice of cake. She kept watching the doorway, hoping Justin would appear, but twenty minutes later, she concluded that he was not coming to the dining room.

“Lord Pembroke, please excuse me,” Laura said. “I believe my stepson is still upstairs.”

He stood and helped her to rise. “May I be of assistance?”

“No, thank you for the offer, but I don’t want to disturb you.” She also didn’t want to encourage the man, and, more important, she suspected Justin would react in a churlish manner when she found him. If that happened, Laura did not want any witnesses about.

She started up the stairs, hoping to find Justin and his friends in one of the adjoining drawing rooms. When she entered the ballroom, she saw four middle-aged ladies huddled together. They eyed her progress as she passed, but she couldn’t be bothered with them at the moment.

When she checked the small blue drawing room, she found several gentlemen standing before the fire. They turned toward her and one of them let his eyes rove over her person. She whirled around and looked into the room with red flocked wallpaper, but it was empty.

Laura let out an exasperated sigh as she returned to the ballroom. Where could he be? As she neared a door, she remembered seeing gentlemen walking into the room earlier. Lady Atherton had said it was designated as a card room, but she allowed only gentlemen to play as she was old-fashioned and thought women should not participate in gambling.

The thought of deep play made Laura pause. She feared Justin might have decided to try his hand at gaming. If there was anything that could suddenly make Montclief recall his guardianship, it would pertain to money or the loss thereof.

Laura worried her hands. She couldn’t just invade the card room, but if Justin was gambling, she meant to stop him immediately. Eventually, she found a footman stacking glasses onto a tray. “Sir, may I trouble you?” she asked.

The footman nodded. “Of course, my lady.”

“I’m looking for my stepson and believe he may be in the card room. Could you please inquire if Lord Chesfield is present?”

“Yes, my lady,” the footman said. “May I say who is asking?”

“Lady Chesfield.”

Afterward, she found a chair near the card room door and perched on the edge of it. Masculine voices rumbled as the footman opened the door. He didn’t even bother to shut it as he called out. “Is Lord Chesfield present?”

“Who wants to know?” one man called out and laughed.

“Lady Chesfield,” the footman answered.

Laura winced at the chuckles that followed.

The footman shut the door. “He is not present, my lady.”

“Thank you.” She descended the stairs. Perhaps by now Justin and his friends had gone to the dining room. When she reached it, two footmen stood on either side of the doors. “I beg your pardon,” she said to one of them. “Did either of you see three young men enter?”

“My lady, we saw a number of gentlemen tonight, but we just now took our post here.”

She walked inside the dining room, but after a few minutes, she realized that Justin and his friends were not there. Frustration built inside her as she quit the dining room. Once again, she prevailed upon the footmen. “I’ve searched upstairs for the young men to no avail. Do you have any idea where they might have gone?”

“You could check the garden,” the other footman said. “The corridor is this way, my lady.”

“Thank you. I believe I can see myself out,” she said.

The footman lit a candle in the corridor, and Laura hurried through to the back of the house. She told herself to keep her temper in check, because the young men had probably just decided to go outside for a bit. But why?

She recalled the smell of spirits on Justin’s breath last night, and suspected they were imbibing again. Oh, she would make him very, very sorry for disobeying.
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Periodically, Bell heard the low laughter of the three young bucks. At one point, he was absolutely certain that one of them was pissing in the garden. By now, Bell was weary of the entire ball and the foolish young men he kept encountering. He inhaled from his cheroot one last time and put it out.

Then the door to the back of the house creaked open and shut.

Bell wondered if a pair of lovers meant to sneak out for a few kisses or more when he heard a feminine voice call out.

“Justin?”

The three bucks suddenly grew silent. Bell couldn’t decide if he ought to expose them or not. In the end, he kept silent, since they weren’t his responsibility.

The unknown lady’s slippers crunched on the gravel path. A misty fog settled near the ground, obscuring the objects in the garden.

“Justin? If you’re out here, please let me know.”

She was nearing Bell, but he wasn’t sure if she could see him or not.

Then she stepped out of the shadowy mist, right before him. In the flash of the lantern, he recognized her as the blond lady. God, even in this dim light, she was stunning.

She gazed right at him and gasped.

“Wait,” he said. “Allow me to assist you.”

“No.” She backed up. Then she lifted her skirts, whirled around, and took off running as if she’d seen Lucifer waiting to snatch her.

He started after her, but his footsteps slowed. She’d said the one word every man should respect. No.

The low rumble of masculine voices sounded again. Bell released a long sigh as he watched the trio creep back toward the house like thieves in the night. They paused about five feet from the door and passed the flask around. Good lord, they were brazen.

Eventually, they stumbled inside the mansion, and made no attempt to hide their laughter.

Bell wiped the dampness off the shoulders of his coat and strolled back to the house. He might as well return home, since he’d struck out on finding a mistress. Tomorrow, he would think of a new plan.

He strode through the corridor, noting someone had lit a candle. When he emerged, he heard a cacophony of voices coming from the dining room. He had no wish to make himself agreeable to anyone else this evening.

Bell crossed the great hall on his way to the foyer, but halted beside the stairwell upon hearing a feminine voice from the staircase. “Justin?”

He couldn’t see her from this vantage point.

He heard an odd sound beneath the stairwell. Bell looked underneath in time to see a young man pushing a flask beneath it with his heel. Then footsteps clipped. “I’m here,” the young man, said walking to the bottom of the staircase.

Bell noted he was the one with the golden hair.

“Where have you been?” the woman said in a stern tone. “I’ve looked everywhere for you.”

“Oh, we just moved about the ballroom and the adjoining rooms,” he said.

What an accomplished liar he was, Bell thought.

“Your face is flushed,” the blond woman said as she descended. “I hope you haven’t been drinking with your friends again.”

“Always suspicious,” he said.

“It’s late, and I wish to return home,” she said.

A few minutes later, their voices receded.

Footsteps alerted him. He turned as Lady Atherton regarded him with a knowing smile. “Are you in the habit of listening to others’ conversations, Bellingham?”

“Not if I can help it. And you?”

“I’m just the hostess of this grand squeeze,” she said.

“Who is she?” he asked.

Lady Atherton took a deep breath and slowly released it. “She’s not for the likes of you, Bell.”

He recalled the way she’d stared at him earlier with parted lips, and that made him even more determined. “I didn’t ask if she was for me. I asked for her name.”

Lady Atherton shook her head. “Leave her be, Bellingham. She’s a widow with a boy to rear. You want no part of her life.”

“I’m afraid I am part of it, unwillingly,” he said. Privately, he realized she was the widow his friends had mentioned, but he said nothing of that to Lady Atherton. He reached beneath the stairwell and retrieved the flask. “You see, I believe she needs to know her son is lying through his teeth.”

“Oh dear. She did say he was at a trying age.”

“That, I believe is an understatement. I need her name.” He knew he wouldn’t rest until he found her.

Lady Atherton sighed and held out her hand. “Give the flask to me, and I’ll see that it’s returned.”

“He’s taking advantage of her. Someone needs to put the fear of the devil in that boy, and she lacks the fortitude to do it.”

Lady Atherton’s eyes widened. “And you think you’re the one to do it? Hah!”

“I’m an eyewitness.” He paused and added, “I want her name.”

“Only if you swear this is only about the boy,” she said.

He felt victorious, but he hid it. “Her name and address, please.”

Lady Atherton hesitated again. “Her name is Laura Davenport. That’s Lady Chesfield to you,” she said, her expression sharp. “Her address is number ten, Grosvenor Square. And Bellingham, I meant what I said. She’s a respectable widow and not for the likes of a rakehell like you.”

He knew she would be a challenge, but she would surrender. “She’s incredibly naïve where that boy is concerned,” Bell said.

Lady Atherton clasped her hands. “Well, I agree he ought to have more respect for his stepmother.”

He bowed. “Thank you for an interesting evening.” Then he strode out the door.
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Virginia Holt, better known as Lady Atherton, could hardly contain herself after the encounter with Bellingham, but of course, she would keep this occurrence a secret. Oh, but what a coup this exchange had been.

He was intrigued by Laura, though he hid it very well, but equally interesting was his intervention with the young man. Of course, Justin needed a strong male influence in his life, but his uncle was too lazy to do his duty by the boy. That was just as well, because if Montclief ever decided to exercise his rights as guardian, Laura would have to give the boy up.

It would crush her, of course, because she dearly loved the young man.

How very, very interesting that Bellingham wanted to step in and aid Laura. Of course, she would balk, but at some point, she might well need to rely on Bellingham for help.

Virginia had trouble containing her smile. Undoubtedly, Bellingham believed he was doing it only for the boy’s sake. No, he wasn’t the sort to involve himself in the affairs of others, unless there was something in it for him. He’d done it purely to wedge his very large boot inside her door. The man was coldblooded and merciless when he wanted something.

And Virginia would wager a small fortune that he wanted Laura. Of course, she would have to protect and advise her protégé. A man like Bellingham would run roughshod over a woman who was ill prepared to handle him, but Virginia wasn’t one to let an opportunity pass. Of course, she must keep her plans a secret and even pretend to disapprove of any relationship between them.

If there was one thing Virginia understood, it was that people, men in particular, always wanted forbidden fruit. And Laura, a respectable lady, represented a challenge. Ah, yes, a very proper widow and a ruthless rake would make a very combustible couple. But oh, what a wonderful way to burn.
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Bell whistled as he strode up the walkway to his town house. Griffith opened the door and stiffened as Bell stepped over the threshold.

“Is all well with you, my lord?” Griffith asked as he took Bell’s greatcoat.

Bell’s brows drew together as he set the flask on the marble hall table. “Why do you ask?”

Griffith hesitated.

“Out with it, man,” he said.

“You were whistling, my lord.”

“God save us. The world is crumbling beneath our feet,” Bell said.

“If you say so, my lord.”

He regarded his butler suspiciously, but Griffith adopted his usual stoic expression.

Bell stripped off his gloves and hat. Then he retrieved the flask. “Thank you, Griffith.”

“It was entertaining, my lord.” Griffith paused and added, “The whistling, I mean.”

Bell snorted and strode off to his study. Now and then, Griffith allowed his dry sense of humor to emerge. After sitting at his desk, Bell put the flask on it. He’d never much believed in coincidences, but there was no doubt that he’d accidentally encountered the wayward Justin and his stepmama on more than one occasion.

He was a man who believed only in what he could see, touch, hear, and smell. But events had presented him with an opportunity.

Her name was Laura. And he meant to find out more, much more.

A few minutes later, the front bell jangled. “What the devil?” he muttered as he looked at the clock. It was after one o’clock in the morning.

Footsteps clipped quickly, and Griffith entered. “Two gentlemen by the name of Harry and Colin wish to see you. I believe they’re inebriated, my lord. I presume you wish me to send them on their way.”

Bell tapped his chin. “No, send them in.”

Griffith’s brows rose.

“Now would be fine,” Bell said.

“As you wish, my lord,” Griffith said as if he thought Bell witless.

A few minutes later, the pair invaded his study. Their eyes sparkled, and it was clear to him that they were excited about something. “I’d offer you a brandy, but my butler said you’re inebriated.”

“Only a little,” Colin said.

“He needed several drinks after his encounter with Lady Angeline,” Harry said.

“She’s a witch,” Colin said. “I tried to be polite during our enforced dance, but she hurled insults the entire time—with a smile on her face so our mothers wouldn’t guess how diabolical she really is.”

Bell leaned back in his chair. “Oh, come now. She’s a lady.”

“She’s a shrew,” Colin said.

Bell couldn’t resist teasing him. “But I understood you were promised to each other at birth. Sounds like wedding bells to me.”

Colin recoiled. “I’d rather marry Satan’s mistress.”

“That bad?” Bell said.

“Worse,” Colin gritted out.

Harry clamped his hand on Colin’s shoulder. “Look at the bright side. She didn’t blacken your eye this time.”

Bell frowned at Colin. “Why did she blacken your eye?”

A flush spread over Colin’s face.

“He tried to kiss her,” Harry said.

“It was the blasted Christmas mistletoe,” Colin said.

Bell snorted.

“Can we change the subject?” Colin grumbled.

“Very well,” Harry said. “My mother is throwing a Venetian Breakfast next Friday. Only it’s in the afternoon, not morning, but I don’t know why.”

“Your mother is throwing breakfast?” Bell said, pretending to be shocked.

“Ha ha!” Harry said. “Very funny. The point is the widow will be there.”

“But how will I know her?” Bell asked.

“That might be a problem. I asked my female cousins to make the introduction, but they said no when they learned it was you.” Harry shrugged. “I’m sorry to be the one to tell you, but you have a terrible reputation with the proper ladies.”

“I may go into a decline,” Bell muttered.

“There’s a bright side,” Colin said, nudging Harry with his elbow.

“My mother said you’re invited as long as you stay away from the nice ladies,” Harry said.

“I suppose that includes the widow,” Bell said.

“Well, don’t take it too hard, Bell,” Harry said. “My female cousins said you don’t stand a chance with the widow.”

He’d prove his friend wrong.

“I heard there is a Cyprian’s ball next week,” Colin said. “I wouldn’t mind setting up a bit of muslin.”

Harry sighed mournfully. “I wonder if any of the Cyprians would take pity on me.”

“No,” Bell and Colin said simultaneously.

“There really is a Venetian Breakfast on Friday,” Harry said. “You’re both welcome to attend.”

“Why not?” Bell said. By then, he would have already made Lady Chesfield’s acquaintance, and perhaps he would see her at the fete.

After Harry and Colin left, Bell opened up the flask and sniffed, expecting something akin to rotgut whiskey. “Good God,” he muttered.

Evidently, young Lord Chesfield had very fine taste in brandy. It would make for an interesting discussion when he called upon the young man’s stepmama tomorrow.
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Late the next afternoon, Laura was feeling buoyant after spending the day touring London with Justin. He’d particularly enjoyed seeing the Tower of London. Laura supposed such ghoulish places would fascinate young men. Afterward, they’d taken a boat ride on the Thames and finished off the day eating ices at the infamous Gunther’s.

“It’s been a wonderful day,” she said. “We’ve had lovely weather and have gotten to see so much. Perhaps tomorrow we could visit the circulating library.”

“I have plans with my friends,” he said. “We’re taking fencing lessons.”

“Oh, that sounds like a lovely idea.” She certainly approved of the exercise, and of course, she could visit the library by herself. “We might ride at Rotten Row tomorrow at five. Lady Atherton offered to share her carriage.”

He rolled his eyes. “Laura, please don’t be angry, but I prefer to ride with my friends.”

“Oh, well, yes, of course you do,” she said. “I just thought—never mind. I understand.”

He looked out the window and said nothing. Laura realized she was losing him already, bit by bit, as he exerted his independence. Of course, he’d spent several years at school and had come home for the summer and holidays. Now that he’d graduated, she’d hope to spend more time with him.

He was growing older and apart from her. Four years from now, he would reach his legal majority. When that happened, he would take over the house and all the properties. He wouldn’t want to live with his stepmother any longer.

She shook off the thoughts. Those days would arrive soon enough. For now, she must enjoy what time she did have with Justin, rather than worrying over events in the future that she had no influence over.

The carriage turned into Grosvenor Square at long last. Once the driver halted the horses, Justin opened the door and climbed out. Then he held his hand out to assist her on the step. “Thank you,” she said, shading her hand over her bonnet as the sun was in her eyes. Then she turned to walk toward the rented town house with him.

Once inside, he bounded up the stairs. She wondered why he was in such a hurry and realized his intention was to escape her.

With a sigh, she removed her bonnet, hat, shawl, and gloves. Then she took the mail with her upstairs to the blue drawing room. As she sorted the letters, she came across one from Montclief.

Her heart beat a little faster. He never wrote to her, unless it was to inform her that he’d officially approved of releasing Justin’s quarterly allowance. And it wasn’t time for his allowance.

Why had he written all of a sudden? Because she’d written to inform him that she’d taken Justin to London for the season. Frankly, she was surprised that he’d even bothered to respond, since he never answered any of her letters.

With shaking hands, she broke the seal and unfolded the letter. Her temper ignited upon reading Montclief’s words.


You ought to have consulted me prior to taking him on a journey. I certainly hope you’ve the funds to pay for all the expenses, because I refuse to release his quarterly allowance for a trip that I did not approve.

In the future, you will consult me before making travel arrangements for my nephew. He is my ward, and your role is only to follow my instructions.



She stood and fisted her hands. How dare he suddenly decide to intervene in their lives when he’d not lifted a hand to help Justin for years? He’d actually told her that he was too busy with his own children to bother with Justin. Now, Montclief had suddenly decided to mount a high horse and start issuing commands. He was awfully late in establishing his authority.

Laura started to tear the letter, and then thought better of it. Someday, she might require it as proof of his neglect to his own nephew, though she doubted any court would side with a woman.

Fortunately, she did have the means to pay for all of their expenses. She had never intended to make use of Justin’s quarterly allowance, even though she had every right to use it to pay for his clothing, food, and lodgings.

She took a deep breath and blew it out. Well, she supposed the only reason Montclief had even responded was because she’d felt obliged to inform him about their activities. In the future, she would simply ignore Montclief, the same way he’d ignored Justin and her.

The butler arrived at the door. “Lord Chesfield left a few minutes ago.”

“Did he say where he was going?” she asked. He’d been home only twenty minutes.

“No, my lady, he did not. However, you have a caller.”

She rose. “Oh, it must be Lady Atherton. Please send her up.”

“No, my lady. It is a gentleman.”

“Who is it, Reed?”

He held out the silver tray.

Laura picked up the card, read the name, and dropped it.

Reed retrieved the card and handed it to her.

“Please inform Lord Bellingham that I am not at home,” she said, lifting her chin.

“Yes, my lady.”

After Reed left, she sank onto the red-striped sofa with gold-clawed feet and pressed her hand against her fast-beating heart. That horrid rake Lord Bellingham was the last person she wanted to see. She had no idea why he had chosen to call, but she didn’t care. As far as she was concerned, she could live the rest of her life without making that man’s acquaintance.

A few minutes later, Reed returned to the drawing room holding a flask.

“Did Lord Bellingham leave, Reed?” she asked.

“No, my lady. He asked me to convey this flask to you.”

She frowned. “Please return the flask to him. I do not want it.”

“Yes, my lady.”

After Reed left, Laura wondered why Bellingham had attempted to give her a flask. Well, it did not signify. She had no intention of making his acquaintance, especially after that letter from Montclief. The last thing she needed was for Montclief to learn that she’d befriended a well-known rake. Undoubtedly, Montclief would assume the worst, and then he would take Justin away from her. She could not afford to rouse even the slightest suspicion.

Laura walked to the window and looked down at the street. That smart, shiny black carriage probably belonged to Lord Bellingham. Any moment now, he would emerge along the walk, and then she must step back, so that he wouldn’t know she had watched him.

No doubt he thought himself a gift to women. He probably thought she had loose morals because she was a widow. Well, if he thought he could corrupt her, he was in for a surprise. She intended to keep far, far away from him, just as Lady Atherton had advised.

Footsteps sounded outside the door and thudded on the carpet, but she kept her gaze on the street. Another carriage drew up. Well, that would be Lady Atherton. “Reed, I hope you sent the earl on his way.”

“He tried, but I’m not so easily dissuaded.”

Laura gasped and whirled around.
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Chapter One

London, 1819

Could this day possibly get any worse?

Laura Davenport, Lady Chesfield, rubbed her temples after her butler quit the drawing room. Doubtless, she was the only woman in London who had the temerity to refuse admittance to the wicked Lord Bellingham. Indeed, she suspected even the most genteel of ladies would flutter their fans and flirt outrageously with him. Since she was a vicar’s daughter, she liked to think she was made of sterner stuff. Unfortunately, she’d discovered last night that she was more than a little susceptible to the uncommonly handsome earl.

She would not think about the way he’d let his gaze travel over her body last evening at the ball. Most certainly, she would not dwell on the way her skin had heated while he’d perused her. Above all, she would banish the illicit fantasies that had danced in her head while she’d tossed and turned in bed last night.

Even if she wanted to dally with the notorious earl, she would not dare, especially after receiving the scathing letter earlier from her stepson’s guardian. Montclief was displeased that she had taken his seventeen-year-old nephew to London. She’d found his terse letter hypocritical and insulting.

Yesterday, she would not have worried a jot about Justin’s uncle. For years, he’d refused to do his duty by his nephew, claiming he was too busy with his own large brood. His letter, however, had left her with no doubt that Montclief would take Justin away if he heard even a hint of a problem.

Laura inhaled and exhaled slowly to steady her nerves. She would write a short letter to Montclief to reassure him that all was well in London. It would be an outrageous lie, for Justin had turned quite rebellious recently. She must impress upon Justin the necessity of steering clear of trouble. If he did not cooperate, she would have no choice but to remove him from London.

She walked over to the window. The wavy glass distorted the view somewhat, but that shiny black carriage obviously belonged to the Earl of Bellingham. Any moment now, he would emerge from her town house. All she wanted was to see the back of him retreating.

How had he discovered her name and address? The thought troubled her. She had no idea why he’d sent up a flask, of all things, but of course, she’d refused his strange gift. They had not been formally introduced, and she most certainly did not wish to make that rakehell’s acquaintance.

Another carriage drew up along the street. Oh dear, it must be her friend Lady Atherton coming to call. She would likely encounter the earl as she walked to the door. The situation was terribly awkward, but Laura knew she’d done the correct thing by refusing Bellingham.

Footsteps sounded outside the door and thudded on the carpet. Certain it was her butler, Laura kept her gaze on the street below, expecting to see Lord Bellingham striding toward his vehicle any moment. “Reed, I hope you sent the earl on his way.”

“He tried, but I’m not easily dissuaded.”

The deep male voice startled her. Laura turned around with a gasp to find the earl standing in her drawing room. She pressed her hand to her fast-beating heart. For some reason he seemed taller than last night. One thing was clear; the man was far too bold. “My lord, are you in the habit of dispensing with the proprieties?”

His mouth curved sideways in a roguish grin. “As a matter of fact, I am.”

Her butler arrived, huffing and puffing. “My lady,” he said.

She glanced at Reed. “I will take care of the matter.”

Her butler hesitated, and then he quit the drawing room.

Laura returned her attention to the earl. For a moment, she found herself captivated by his handsome face and artfully disheveled dark hair. In the daylight, his thick black lashes added to the allure of his brilliant blue eyes. Then she recollected her common sense and gave him a withering look. “I made it clear that I am not at home to callers, and yet, you persisted, even though we have not been formally introduced.”

“Lady Chesfield, I am honored to make your acquaintance.” He bowed. “Bellingham, at your service.”

Her temper flared. “How did you learn my name and address?”

“I asked Lady Atherton last evening,” he said.

The news physically jolted her. Lady Atherton was her friend. “I find it difficult to believe that Lady Atherton would give out that information.”

His brows drew together. “She did not wish to tell me, but I insisted.”

“Why?” she said. “We are strangers. You can have no business with me.”

He held up the silver flask. “Actually, my business is with your stepson.”

She tensed, and within moments, a chill ran down her spine. Oh, God, had Justin stolen it? She would not voice the words, because she couldn’t make herself do it. “How do you know him?”

Lord Bellingham shrugged. “I don’t know him, but I have encountered him and his friends loitering on the streets of London more than once. I don’t think they understand the potential dangers of footpads.”

“Thank you, my lord. I will discuss the matter with Justin.”

“Are you aware that he and his friends were drinking in the garden last night?”

She had briefly stumbled upon the earl while looking for her son there. “I did not hear or see them.”

“After you left, they returned to the house,” Bellingham continued. “I followed and saw him push this flask beneath the stairs.”

“My lord, thank you for your concern. Now, if you will give me the flask, I will speak to Justin.”

He arched his brows. “It’s brandy, very fine brandy, in case you are wondering.”

Laura glanced at the sideboard. As soon as she got rid of His Haughtiness, she would check the brandy decanter.

He regarded her with an intense expression. “I don’t make a habit of intervening in other’s affairs, but I heard him lie to you about his whereabouts at the ball. It is clear to me that he’s pulling the wool over your eyes.”

How dare he insinuate that she was too naïve to parent her own stepson? While she was tempted to defend herself, she realized that would serve no other purpose than to delay his departure. “I appreciate your concern and will speak to him.”

He took a step closer. “How well is that working?”

“I owe you no explanations,” she said. “Now please leave.”

He looked away for a moment, and then he returned his attention to her. “Call him to the drawing room. When he realizes that I and others have marked his wayward behavior, he will think twice before lying to you again.”

She had no intention of following his orders, and truthfully, Justin wasn’t at home, none of which she would tell the arrogant earl. Laura bobbed a curtsey. “Good day, Lord Bellingham,” she said in an obvious dismissal.

He set the flask on a side table. “I beg your pardon for interfering. Despite what you may think, it was meant kindly.”

She recollected Lady Atherton’s advice about him last night. What he wants, he gets. Be sure it’s not you. No, he’d definitely not intervened out of kindness.

Footsteps and voices sounded outside the drawing room. “Sir, allow me to inform her ladyship that you have come to call,” Reed said.

“I do not require an announcement and will see her now.”

Laura gasped as she recognized the voice. She snatched the flask and hid it behind the sofa cushion.

“What the devil?” Bellingham said.

She entreated him with her eyes. “It is Montclief, Justin’s guardian. Please, say nothing of Justin to him,” she said in a low tone.

“Why?”

“Please,” she said, aware that her voice shook. “I will do anything you ask, but I beg you not to betray me.”

He arched his brows. “Be careful what you promise.”

She would deal with Bellingham later. For now, she must gather her scattered wits and pretend to be perfectly at ease. Dear God, what would Montclief think when he saw her with a scoundrel in her drawing room? Somehow, she must concoct a story, but her frazzled mind refused to work properly.

Montclief entered with a thunderous expression, and then he stopped short upon seeing Bellingham.

Laura curtsied and noted her brother-in-law’s hair had thinned considerably since she’d last seen him at her husband’s funeral four years ago. She took a deep breath and said, “Montclief, what a delightful surprise. I just received your letter today, but had no idea you meant to visit. Obviously, you wish to see for yourself that all is well in London.” Heavens, she’d babbled like a fool.

Montclief narrowed his eyes. “Laura, you are obviously discomposed.” He turned toward Bellingham. “Will you not introduce me to your gentleman caller?”

Doubtless, Montclief had assumed the worst. He probably thought she’d brought Justin here on a pretext so that she could dally with her nonexistent lover. “Lord Bellingham, may I introduce Mr. Montclief? He is my stepson’s uncle and guardian.”

Montclief bowed. “My lord, of course I know your name from the papers.”

Drat. Montclief had probably seen the thinly veiled mentions of the Earl of B——ham in the scandal sheets. Oh, this was a disaster in the making.

“That criminal conversation case before Parliament must have been quite the sensation,” Montclief said.

“It was a dead bore,” Bellingham said

Laura frowned. “Criminal conversation?”

“Pardon me. It is an indelicate subject for a lady,” Montclief said.

A devilish expression lit Bellingham’s eyes. “It is a euphemism for adultery.”

She rolled her eyes. “How ridiculous. Why not call a spade a spade?”

“My sentiments, exactly,” Bellingham said.

No doubt, he’d participated in criminal conversation on any number of occasions. “Shall we be seated? I will ring for a tea tray. You must be thirsty after your journey, Montclief.”

“I wish to see my nephew,” he said in a stern tone. “Please send for him.”

“He is out,” she said. From the corners of her eyes, she saw Bellingham lift his brows in a skeptical manner, but she must not lose her focus. “His friend George took him in his curricle to Gunther’s for ices.” The explanation sounded innocent enough to her. In truth, Justin had slept past noon, and then George had arrived. When Laura asked where they were going, Justin had regarded her with a mulish expression and walked out the door.

“When do you expect him to return?” Montclief said, narrowing his eyes.

“I cannot say for certain. They will probably take a turn around Rotten Row at the fashionable hour of five o’clock,” she said. “I hope you will dine with us.” She hoped nothing of the kind, but she must be polite, even to her loathsome brother-in-law.

Montclief’s severe expression did not bode well. “Laura, we must speak about Justin. I’ve had a letter from a friend in London that alarmed me. My friend informed me that my nephew is running wild on the streets.” He looked at Bellingham. “I beg your pardon. Obviously, this is a family matter. I rely on your discretion.”

Bellingham nodded.

“Laura,” Montclief continued, “you should have contacted me about this matter. I demand an explanation.”

She must not let her composure slip. “All is well now.”

Bellingham gave her a brief, incredulous look.

“Laura,” Montclief said, “All is not well. You brought my nephew to London without asking my permission and have concealed my nephew’s inappropriate behavior. I cannot rely on your poor judgment.”

She itched to give him the set down he deserved, but she did not dare incur his wrath. “He has come home late on two occasions, but there is no need for alarm.”

“You are only a woman and incapable of managing a high-spirited boy,” Montclief said. “He needs the daily influence of a man.”

Desperation gripped her like talons. She entreated Bellingham with her eyes once more. “You need not worry, Montclief,” she said. “Lord Bellingham has taken an interest in our Justin and is helping to turn the tide.” She held her breath, fearing Bellingham would deny her claims.

Bellingham kept his expression impassive. “Young men need to understand that it is wrong to take advantage of one’s mother.”

He’d adeptly avoided lying. She could kiss his big boots for not betraying her.

“I appreciate your assistance, Bellingham,” Montclief said. “However, I have already made my decision. My nephew needs more than passing male influence.” He turned to Laura. “Please see that his trunks are packed. I will take him home with me tomorrow. You may reside in the house in Hampshire until he reaches his majority.”

She couldn’t breathe. This could not be happening. She would not let Montclief take her son away. “No,” she said. “No, please do not take him.”

“Laura, this is not up for negotiation,” Montclief said.

Panic rose up in her chest. She felt short of breath. The fear of losing Justin nearly overwhelmed her, but she must persuade Montclief to change his mind. “You have such a large brood already and are overly tasked. I have looked after Justin all these years.”I love him too much to let you take him away.

“Laura, I know you care about the boy, but you are only a woman and unable to manage a hot-blooded young buck.”

She pressed her nails into her palms to keep from blurting out what she really thought of Montclief’s negligence these past four years. As much as she despised him, she could not afford to antagonize her brother-in-law. “He’s already lost his father. I am his mother, and if you take him away, he will feel that I have abandoned him.”

“You are his stepmother,” Montclief corrected.

His words stung, for he’d implied that she wasn’t a real mother, but she would not allow his slight to deter her. No matter what anyone thought, Justin was her son. She would do whatever it took to keep her son with her, including placating Montclief. “I believe Justin deserves another chance. I will emphasize that he must behave—”

“You’ve already proven you are incapable of it,” Montclief said. “I’ve made my decision, and that is the end of the discussion.”

After all this time, Montclief meant to exercise his rights as a guardian. The disbelief started to wear off, and then her hands trembled. She clutched them tightly, because she didn’t want Montclief to see her anguish. “He hasn’t even seen you for four years. It will be hard on him.”

Montclief puffed up. “The material point is that you cannot give my nephew the discipline and guidance that he needs.”

She would do anything, anything, to keep Montclief from taking Justin away. But what could she do to convince her brother-in-law? Oh, God, she must think of some way to change his mind. Laura thought back over the entire conversation, and one thing he’d said stood out. My nephew needs more than passing male influence.

The answer popped into her head. She met Bellingham’s gaze again and prayed he would go along with her scheme. At this point, she had nothing to lose—except her son. And she refused to give him up without a fight.

God forgive me, but I cannot live without my son.

She drew closer to Bellingham and forced herself to smile. “I suppose we should tell Montclief our happy news.”

Suspicion flickered in his blue eyes. “I’ll allow you to reveal the particulars.”

She clasped his arm and faced Montclief. “You need not worry about Justin needing a man to guide him.” She took a deep breath and said, “I have this day accepted Lord Bellingham’s proposal of marriage.”
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The woman was mad.

Bell had sensed her desperation climbing as she tried to persuade Montclief to let her keep the boy, but he’d never guessed she would resort to this witless fabrication.

Montclief folded his arms over his chest. “You have been in London for a very short time, Laura. This engagement is sudden, perhaps too sudden.”

“Montclief, I said nothing before because I did not know our relationship would take such a romantic turn,” Laura said. “Lord Bellingham and I met last fall in Hampshire.”

Bell suspected the wayward Justin had learned to lie from his inventive mother.

She regarded Bell with a dazzling smile. “I met him accidentally while visiting one of the shops in the village. Isn’t that right, my dear?”

He nodded, hoping she wouldn’t get too carried away. The less she said the better.

“It was raining,” she said, “and we were stuck in the shop. Having nothing better to do, we struck up a conversation. When the rain stopped, we walked outside and he laid his coat over a puddle for me.” She batted her eyes at him. “That was the moment I fell for my Bellingham.”

She was the worst liar in the Kingdom.

“Laura, this engagement is suspect,” Montclief said.

Bellingham agreed, but he didn’t like Montclief. From the bits she’d revealed, he gathered Montclief had taken no interest in his nephew until now. Most likely, the only reason he’d intervened was because he’d gotten embarrassed when his friend in London sent him the letter about his nephew.

Laura looked quite determined as she gazed into Bell’s eyes. “I would do anything for my Bellingham. Anything,” she added with emphasis.

He most certainly would hold her to that promise.

Montclief addressed him. “Is this true, Bellingham? You have proposed to Laura?”

He almost exposed her as a liar, but he’d seen her hands shake when Montclief had declared he would take the boy away from her. Bell figured the boy’s rebellion would grow far worse under Montclief’s thumb. However, he didn’t want to find himself trapped in a marriage, either. “We are keeping the engagement a secret for the time being,” Bell said. Why not add one more lie to the growing pile?

Laura exhaled in obvious relief. “Yes, we are concealing our engagement in order to give Justin time to get to know Bellingham. We wish Justin to feel at ease with him before we exchange vows. Of course, we shall rely on your discretion, Montclief.”

Montclief narrowed his eyes. “Laura, this engagement still smells fishy to me.” He turned his attention to Bellingham. “What I cannot understand is why Bellingham would act as your accomplice?”

Because I want her in my bed. Aloud, he said, “Are you implying that our engagement is a criminal act?”

“You know very well what I meant,” Montclief said.

Bell had tolerated Montclief long enough. He strode over to the much shorter man and loomed over him. “You dare to question my word?” he said in a low, warning tone.

Montclief lifted his chin and his nostrils flared. “It is my responsibility to see that my nephew is well cared for and made to behave. I am his legal guardian and the best person to see it done.”

“Really? If your nephew walked in the door would you recognize him?” Bell asked.

Montclief’s face flushed. “You have no say in this, Bellingham. You are no relation to the boy.”

“But when we marry, Bellingham will be Justin’s stepfather,” Laura said. “He will oversee Justin’s activities. Montclief, you need not trouble yourself again.”

In one fell swoop, Bell had acquired a faux fiancée and a rebellious adolescent. He was beginning to feel as if he’d stepped onstage in one of Shakespeare’s comedies.

“Wait,” Montclief said. “I did not agree to this plan.”

“But you said that Justin needed daily male guidance,” Laura said. “With five other boys, your hands are full. You will not be able to give Justin nearly as much attention as my Bellingham. Why, I’m sure he will take the boy under his wings almost immediately,” she said.

Wonderful. Now she’d volunteered him to play nursemaid to a seventeen-year-old.

Montclief regarded them both with a scowl. “I feel certain this engagement is a sham, though I cannot figure out what Bellingham stands to gain.”

Bell wasn’t about to enlighten Montclief.

Montclief sniffed. “Fair warning. I will come to London periodically to see how matters are progressing. If I hear that my nephew is running wild again, I will remove him immediately.”

The man strutted to the door and set his hand on the knob.

Bell couldn’t wait to be rid of him, so that he could collect on Laura’s promise.

Montclief paused and then he looked over his shoulder. “One more thing. I expect there will be no illicit liaisons while my nephew is residing under this roof.”

“How dare you make such an accusation?” Laura said in shocked tones. “I would never engage in immoral conduct.”

She’d conveniently forgotten her promise to him, but he wasn’t about to let her off the hook after she’d involved him in this farce.

“See that you remember it, Laura,” Montclief said. “I trust I need not repeat the consequences.”

When the door shut behind him, Bellingham muttered, “That man is an ass.”

Laura covered her mouth and collapsed on a chair.

When fat tears welled in her eyes, Bell whipped out his handkerchief. “It’s all over.”

Her bottom lip quivered, and then she hastily dabbed his handkerchief at her eyes.

Bell squatted beside her. “The only reason he came here was because his pride took a hit when his friend sent him the letter.”

She folded the handkerchief in a little square. When she tried to hand it back to him, he waved it off.

“He would have t-taken him if you had not been here.”

If Montclief had insisted, there wouldn’t have been a damned thing Bell could have done. Unless she got that boy under control, his guardian would likely remove him. She obviously loved her son and didn’t want to lose him, but Bell wasn’t convinced she was capable of managing wild Justin.

She took a deep breath. “Thank you. How much do you want?”

He frowned. “I beg your pardon?”

“I’m prepared to pay you. My son means everything to me. Name the price,” she said.

“I do not need money,” he said.

“I insist,” she said. “I must say your idea to keep the engagement a secret was quite brilliant.”

“Frankly, I did it for my own protection.”

She patted his arm. “You need not worry. I have no wish to marry again.”

He rose and helped her to stand.

“Are you certain you do not want some form of compensation?” she asked. “Would five hundred pounds suffice?”

A slow grin tugged at his mouth. “My fortune is such that I will be unlikely to spend it all in my lifetime.”

“You’re a lucky man,” she said, eyeing the door as if she were contemplating escape.

He stepped right in front of her. “I had something else in mind.”

“Oh?” she said.

“Something more pleasurable.”

“Brandy?” she said, her voice a bit squeaky.

His hands closed on her shoulders. “Guess again.”

“Port?”

He drew her closer. “You.”

She gasped. “My lord, I am a respectable widow.”

“You promised to do anything I asked,” he reminded her.

“Surely you would not take advantage of a desperate woman,” she said.

He eyed her figure. She was petite, but she had curves in all the right places. “Oh, yes, I would.”

“What do you want?” she asked.

“This.” Then he claimed her sweet lips.
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      Chapter One


      London, 1816

      
      The belles of the Beau Monde had resorted to clumsiness in an effort to snag a ducal husband.
      

      
      Tristan James Gatewick, the Duke of Shelbourne, entered Lord and Lady Broughton’s ballroom and grimaced. A quartet of giggling
         chits stood near the open doors, dangling their handkerchiefs as if poised to drop them. Determined to avoid playing fetch
         again, he strode off along the perimeter of the room.
      

      
      With a long-suffering sigh, he conceded he’d contributed to this national disgrace. Ever since the scandal sheets had declared
         him the most eligible bachelor in England, he’d rescued twenty-nine lace handkerchiefs, five kid gloves, and twelve ivory
         fans.
      

      
      If only he could have convinced himself to choose a bride based upon the inelegance of her fumbling, he might have wedded and bedded the most inept candidate by now. Alas, he could not abide the thought of spending a lifetime
         with Her Gracelessness.
      

      
      He surveyed the crowd looking for the hostess of this grand squeeze, a useless endeavor. The crème de la crème swarmed the
         place like bees. The din of voices competed with the lively tune of a country dance, making his ears ring. He’d rather eat
         dirt than subject himself to the dubious delights of the marriage mart, but with his thirty-first birthday approaching, he
         could no longer pretend he was invincible. The dukedom had been at risk far too long.
      

      
      Someone tapped a fan on his shoulder. He paused to find Genevieve and Veronica, two of his former mistresses. Seeing them
         together, he realized how alike the striking widows looked. Both were tall, dark-haired, and curvaceous. He canvassed the
         cobwebs in his brain and realized all of his past lovers had similar attributes. Well, those he could recollect.
      

      
      Tristan bowed and lifted each of their hands for the requisite air kiss. “Ladies, it is a great pleasure to see you again.”

      
      “Were your ears burning?” Veronica said in an exaggerated boudoir voice. “You are the subject du jour.”

      
      “I am delighted,” he lied. He’d grown increasingly frustrated with the notoriety the papers had whipped up. How the devil
         he’d ever find a bride in this circuslike atmosphere evaded him. But find one he must.
      

      
      Genevieve tittered. “We were comparing you to all of our other gentlemen admirers.”

      
      He’d bedded more than his fare share of mistresses, but this situation was certainly unique among his experiences. “What did
         you conclude?”
      

      
      Genevieve leaned closer and squeezed his arm. “We agreed you were the naughtiest of all our lovers.”
      

      
      He regarded her with a wicked grin. “Praise indeed.”

      
      Veronica glanced at him from beneath her lashes. “How does it feel to be England’s most sought-after bachelor?”

      
      High-pitched giggling rang out from behind him. He rolled his eyes. Not again.

      
      Genevieve’s shoulders shook with laughter. “Watch out, Shelbourne. A bevy of little misses are stalking you.”

      
      He grimaced. “Rescue me?”

      
      The two women laughed, blew him a kiss, and drifted away, leaving him to the predators. When he turned round, the four silly
         chits he’d seen earlier halted and stared at him, agog. Given their youthful faces and puritanical white gowns, he surmised
         not one of them was a day over seventeen. He needed a wife, but he’d no intention of robbing the proverbial cradle.
      

      
      When they continued to gape at him as if he were a Greek statue come to life, he took a step closer. “Boo.”

      
      Their shrieks rang in his ears as he walked off into the crowd. Ignoring the avid stares directed at him, Tristan squeezed
         past numerous hot, perspiring bodies, and not the kind one hoped to find naked and willing in bed. With more than a little
         regret, he banished thoughts of Naked and Willing in order to concentrate on Virtuous and Virginal. First he must locate Lord
         and Lady Broughton. Perhaps his hostess would introduce him to a sensible young lady of good breeding. Perhaps pigs would
         fly, too.
      

      
      He might have avoided all this nonsense if his dear mama had cooperated. When he’d informed her of his bridal requirements
         a month ago, she’d swatted him with her fan and told him he had rocks in his head.
      

      
      A loud bang nearly sent him ducking for cover. Feminine gasps erupted all around him. Alarmed, he sought the source of the
         disturbance and realized it was only the slamming of the card room door. The gentleman responsible for this discourteous act
         was none other than his oldest friend, Marc Darcett, Earl of Hawkfield.
      

      
      Tristan hailed Hawk with a wave and walked in that direction. Intent upon reaching his friend, Tristan failed to notice the
         impending danger until something crunched beneath his shoe. A quick glance to the floor confirmed his worst fear—the thirteenth
         incident of a dropped fan. Damn and blast, he’d crushed it.
      

      
      He lifted his gaze, expecting a devious mama and her blushing daughter. Instead, a petite young woman with honey-blond hair
         stood staring at his shoe. She said something that sounded suspiciously like ashes to ashes, dust to dust. With all the voices ringing in his ears, he assumed he’d misheard.
      

      
      Though he was tempted to walk past her, he couldn’t ignore the fan he’d broken. “I beg your pardon,” he said, bending to retrieve
         the mangled ivory sticks.
      

      
      “You are not to blame. Someone jostled my arm.”

      
      Her excuse was the worst he’d heard yet. He didn’t even bother to hide his cynicism as his gaze traveled up her white gown.
         Blue ribbons trimmed her bodice, drawing his attention to her generous décolletage. He continued his perusal to her heart-shaped
         face. She watched him with twitching lips. Pillow-plump lips. He inhaled on a constricted breath. Lord, with that mouth she
         could make a fortune as a courtesan.
      

      
      Her long-lashed eyes twinkled. “Sir, if you will return the remains, I will see to its burial.”

      
      Her witty remark stunned him. Belatedly, he realized he was grinning up at her. She probably thought he’d fallen for her ruse.
         Exasperated with himself, he grasped the broken sticks, rose, and placed the ruined fan in her small gloved hands.
      

      
      He met her amused gaze again, noting she did not simper or blush. She was no miss fresh out of the schoolroom. “I apologize
         for the damage. Allow me to make reparations,” he said.
      

      
      “It is quite beyond repair,” she said.

      
      “I insist upon compensating you for—”

      
      “My pain and suffering?” She laughed. “I assure you the fan’s death is a relief to me. Look, you can see it is exceedingly
         ugly.”
      

      
      They’d not had a proper introduction, and yet, she’d invited him to come closer. He decided to oblige her and find out if
         her intentions extended beyond droll quips. While she chattered about a dim shop light and putrid green paint, he stole another
         glance at her mouth, picturing those lips damp and kiss-swollen. Slow heat eddied in his veins.
      

      
      She continued speaking in an unreserved manner as if they were old friends rather than strangers. “Even my maids refused to
         take the fan,” she said. “So I decided to carry the pitiful thing at least once.”
      

      
      A footman carrying a tray of champagne paused before them. She lifted up on her toes like a ballerina to place the ruined
         fan upon it. Pint-sized she might be, but her flimsy skirts outlined a deliciously rounded bottom. He liked voluptuous women,
         and his practiced eye told him this one had the body of a goddess.
      

      
      His blood stirred. He wanted her.

      
      A warning clanged in his head. She was probably married, and he never dallied with other men’s wives. Then again, maybe she wasn’t. He found himself hoping she was a willing
         and lonely widow, but he meant to do more than hope.
      

      
      “Poor little fan. May you rest in peace.” She pirouetted and gave him a dazzling smile. “There now, I’m done mourning.”

      
      She was exceptionally clever, but without the brittle artifice common among the ton. He caught her gaze, willing her with
         his eyes. “Now that the funeral is over, perhaps you would allow me to escort you to the refreshment table.” And thence to
         a more private location.
      

      
      “You are too kind, but I must return to my friends.”

      
      Triumph surged inside him. She’d said friends, but made no mention of a husband. “Will you allow me the pleasure of your company a little longer? I mean to persuade you to accept my offer.”
      

      
      “I have dozens of other fans,” she said. “Your apology is more than sufficient.”

      
      She intended to play hard to get. Since he’d come of age, women had always pursued him. At the prospect of a chase, excitement
         raced through his blood. But he must proceed with caution. If he’d misjudged her, she would take offense. A smile tugged at
         his mouth. He knew exactly which card to play.
      

      
      He reached inside his coat and produced his engraved card. “Take it. In the event you change your mind, send round a note.”
         If she refused, he’d have his answer. But if she accepted, he’d have her name. And soon her.
      

      
      When she started to reach for the card, he held his breath. Take it, little charmer. I’ll ride you to the stars all night.

      
      She hesitated and then peered at his card. Her doll-like eyes grew round as carriage wheels. She curtseyed, mumbled something he couldn’t hear, and disappeared into the crowd.
      

      
      Her sudden departure caught him off guard. He took two steps, searching for her, but the crowd had swallowed her. Obviously
         she’d not known his identity beforehand. But why had she fled?
      

      
      “There you are.”

      
      At the sound of Hawk’s voice, Tristan turned.

      
      “I tried to save you,” Hawk said, “but that dragon Lady Durmont waylaid me. So who was the latest clumsy belle to accost you?”

      
      “I’ve no idea,” Tristan said. “I take it you do not know her.”

      
      “I never saw her face.” Hawk frowned. “What the devil were you doing engaging a strange lady in conversation?”

      
      “I stepped on her fan.”

      
      Hawk made a sound of disgust. “Follow me.”

      
      As he walked with his friend, Tristan frowned, wondering how he could have misread her signals. Then again, the women who
         pursued him made no secret of their illicit intentions with their risqué innuendos. The mysterious lady had surprised and
         intrigued him, but she’d not taken the bait, so he dismissed her from his mind.
      

      
      Hawk led him over to a wall niche displaying a winged statue of Fortuna, goddess of fortune and fate. “Old boy, you’ve got
         to be more careful,” Hawk said. “These chits are desperate. One of them might trick you into a compromising situation.”
      

      
      Tristan huffed. “A cautionary tale in reverse. Lady Rake seduces unsuspecting bachelor.”

      
      “There are plenty of schemers on the marriage mart who would throw away their virtue to marry a duke.”
      

      
      “Ridiculous.” He’d never fall for such tricks.

      
      “Forget this bridal business for now,” Hawk said. “You needn’t rush to the altar.”

      
      “I’ve left the dukedom unsecured for thirteen years.” With good reason, he silently amended.

      
      Hawk released a loud sigh. “You’re determined to wed.”

      
      “Determined, yes. Whether I’ll succeed is debatable.”

      
      “As usual, you’re making matters much too complicated. You’re in luck. I have a brilliant plan.”

      
      “This ought to prove entertaining,” he said.

      
      “It’s simple,” Hawk said. “Choose the most beautiful belle in the ballroom, get an introduction, and ask her to dance. Then
         call on her tomorrow and propose. In less than twenty-four hours, you’ll be an engaged man.”
      

      
      “You call that a brilliant plan?”

      
      Hawk folded his arms over his chest. “What’s wrong with it?”

      
      He huffed. “Most of the beauties I’ve met are vain, silly, and clumsy.”

      
      “You want an ugly wife?”

      
      Tristan scowled. “That’s not what I meant.”

      
      “What the devil do you want?”

      
      “A sensible, respectable, and graceful woman.” He wanted more, but he wasn’t about to confess his fantasies.

      
      “If it’s a boring and plain bride you’re wanting, you need look no further than the wall,” Hawk said, indicating a group of
         pitiful-looking gels sitting with the dowagers.
      

      
      Tristan had started to turn away when he saw the amusing lady he’d spoken to earlier. His heartbeat drummed in his ears. She led two gangly young cubs over to the forlorn girls. The chandelier’s soft candlelight illuminated her curly
         golden hair.
      

      
      Within minutes, both cubs were escorting wallflowers toward the dance floor. The lady responsible for this turn of events
         clasped her small gloved hands. As she watched the couples, her plump lips curved into a dreamy smile, and her eyes softened.
         Transfixed, Tristan forgot to breathe. He’d last seen that expression on a woman after a vigorous bout between the sheets.
      

      
      Then Lord Broughton and his new bride approached her. All signs of the temptress disappeared as the lady faced the couple.
         “That’s her,” Tristan said.
      

      
      Hawk squinted. “Who?”

      
      “The lady I spoke to earlier. She is standing with Broughton and his wife.”

      
      “Lord help us. It’s Miss Mansfield.”

      
      Miss Mansfield? She was a virtuous, unmarried lady? The devil. He’d almost made her an indecent proposition.
      

      
      Hawk laughed. “You’ve never heard about her?”

      
      “You’re obviously itching to tell me,” he grumbled.

      
      “She makes matches for every ugly duckling in London,” Hawk said, wagging his brows.

      
      Tristan scoffed. “You’re funning me.”

      
      “I’m not jesting. She’s not called Miss Mantrap for nothing,” Hawk said. “The woman is a menace to bachelors. Good old Broughton
         is a prime example.”
      

      
      Good old Broughton gazed down at his pretty blond bride. The man looked as if he were suffering from unbridled lust, a term
         women euphemistically called love.
      

      
      Hawk regarded Tristan with suspicion. “Why are you so interested in her?”

      
      “Mere curiosity,” he said with a shrug.
      

      
      Hawk smirked. “Cut line. You thought she was available for dalliance.”

      
      He’d never admit it. No doubt she was as poor as a church mouse, without noble family connections. She probably found matchmaking
         preferable to taking a position as a lady’s maid or governess. Most likely, she’d only received an invitation to the ball
         because she’d made Broughton’s match.
      

      
      He wished she’d not refused his offer to pay for the fan. But he understood her pride all too well, and though he thought
         her chosen career odd, he couldn’t deny she’d made a successful match for Broughton.
      

      
      Tristan’s skin tingled. No, he would not stoop to hiring her to find him a bride. He could practically picture the news in
         the scandal rags. The Desperate Duke has hired a matchmaker.
      

      
      He was not desperate. He was a bloody duke. With a mere crook of his finger, he could have any woman he wanted. The problem
         was he didn’t want just any woman. He’d formulated requirements for his ideal bride.
      

      
      All he needed was to find someone who met them.

      
      He thought about spending week after week trolling for a wife in ballrooms. He thought about fetching fans, handkerchiefs,
         and parasols. He thought about his need for an heir. His chances of finding his perfect duchess seemed remote at best.
      

      
      Tristan glanced at Miss Mansfield again and reconsidered. She needed money. He needed a bride. For the right price, Miss Mansfield
         would keep her involvement a secret from all but the chosen girl and her grateful family.
      

      
      He frowned, realizing he was basing his decision on one example—Broughton. Hiring Miss Mansfield meant taking a risk, but if her efforts proved unsatisfactory, he could dismiss
         her. Truthfully, a larger risk loomed. Marriage was for life, and as matters now stood, he was in serious danger of tying
         himself forever to an unsuitable wife. Or no wife at all, at this rate.
      

      
      Tristan sized up the situation and realized he had two choices: continue his haphazard search or hire Miss Mansfield. After
         weeks of pure hell shopping at the marriage mart, the matchmaker won hands-down.
      

      
      Of course, he had no intention of enlightening his friend. “I’m off to pay my respects to Broughton and his wife.”

      
      Hawk snorted. “This marriage business has addled your brain.”

      
      “I fail to understand what you find so amusing.”

      
      “Miss Mansfield is a happily-ever-after spinster.” Hawk clapped him on the shoulder. “Congratulations, old boy. You’ve just
         chosen the only woman in the kingdom who won’t wed you.”
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      Tessa Mansfield wanted to kick herself.

      
      Heaven above, she’d practically flirted with that rake, the Duke of Shelbourne. She’d never seen him before tonight, but she’d
         heard about his reputation. The gentleman rake, they called him. Everyone said he didn’t gamble to excess. They said he never
         seduced innocents. Every other female, however, was apparently fair game.
      

      
      She prided herself on her ability to spot a rake at twenty paces. This particular rake had fooled her with his agreeable manner.
         But she knew rakes used their charm to disarm their intended victims. She recalled the duke’s slow smile and could not deny she’d let his handsome face turn her head.
      

      
      Tessa cringed as she recalled the way she’d chattered like a monkey. He must have thought she’d dropped her fan on purpose
         like all those silly girls she’d read about in the scandal sheets. Oh, how lowering.
      

      
      She took a deep breath, reminding herself she was unlikely to encounter him again. Thank goodness.

      
      “I am glad to see you, Tessa. I’ve missed you so.”

      
      Tessa returned her attention to Anne, her former companion and dearest friend in the world. “I missed you as well.”

      
      Anne’s eyes misted. “I never imagined I would make such a happy marriage. You made all my dreams come true.”

      
      For nearly a year, Tessa had promoted the match between Anne Mortland and Lord Broughton. More than once, Tessa had feared
         all would come to naught, but true love and a dusting of luck had culminated in this fairy tale marriage.
      

      
      Tessa glanced at Lord Broughton. “You both look well, my lord.”

      
      Broughton gazed at his bride with adoration. “I am the happiest of men.”

      
      Tessa’s heart contracted with a yearning for something she could never have.

      
      Anne clasped her arm. “Tessa, look quickly. You do not want to miss seeing Jane dance.”

      
      Tessa lifted up on her toes to see past the crowd. She caught a glimpse of her new companion, Jane Powell, but the fast approach
         of two fashionable and handsome gentlemen diverted her attention. As they neared, her heart thudded. She recognized the taller man with tousled black hair. It was the Duke of Shelbourne.
      

      
      She turned round, hoping he’d not seen her. To her mortification, Shelbourne and the other gentleman approached Lord Broughton.

      
      “Shelbourne, Hawk, this is an unexpected pleasure,” Broughton said, rubbing his hands.

      
      Tessa gazed up at the chandelier, wishing she could melt like the wax oozing from the candles. When she’d run away, he’d probably
         thought she wanted him to chase her. Belatedly, she realized her behavior only made her look guilty and a little foolish.
         She planted a serene smile on her face as Lord Broughton introduced her to the duke and Lord Hawkfield. Then she curtseyed
         and rose to find Shelbourne gazing at her. In the light of the chandelier, she could see his eyes were marine blue and fringed
         by thick black lashes.
      

      
      “Miss Mansfield and my wife are friends,” Lord Broughton said. “She is the one responsible for our happy union.”

      
      Lord Hawkfield raised his brows in an exaggerated fashion. “I say, a matchmaker? If only I had known of your skills when my
         sisters were single, Miss Mansfield. You might have saved me the trouble of finding them husbands.”
      

      
      His mocking tone vexed her. She’d encountered plenty of his kind before, always quick to ridicule her avocation. “I had no
         idea I had a competitor. Or do you only make matches for relatives?”
      

      
      Before Lord Hawkfield could reply, the duke cut in. “His self-proclaimed talent is highly overrated.”

      
      She arched her brows. “Should I be relieved?”

      
      “He never stood a chance against you.”
      

      
      His distinctive baritone voice sent an exquisite shiver along her arms. She mentally shook herself. He’s a rake, he’s a rake, he’s a rake.
      

      
      The music ended. Lord Hawkfield excused himself and disappeared into the crowd. The duke glanced at her, and then he closed
         the distance between them.
      

      
      She looked at him warily. Could he not see she wished him to leave her in peace?

      
      “I apologize for detaining you so long earlier,” he said. “Without a proper introduction, I fear you might have taken offense.”

      
      He’d apologized in a gentlemanly manner, even though she was equally at fault, perhaps more so, since she’d done most of the
         talking. “No apology is necessary. The circumstances were unusual.”
      

      
      He inclined his head. Though he did not smile, there was a natural curve to his full lips. His was not the pretty face of
         a dandy, however. Oh, no, not at all. His thick brows, angular cheekbones, and square jaw were all male. Little wonder women
         reportedly swooned at his perfection. No, not quite perfect, she thought, detecting a faint shadow along his jaw and above
         his full upper lip. His valet probably had to shave him twice a day. Her skin prickled at this evidence of the duke’s masculinity.
      

      
      “There is something I wish to ask you.” His voice rumbled, a sound as rich and irresistible as a cup of chocolate.

      
      Her heart thumped at the low, seductive notes in his voice. She’d thought herself unsusceptible to such tricks, but evidently
         her traitorous body was not.
      

      
      “May I call upon you tomorrow afternoon?” he asked.

      
      “Your Grace, if this concerns my fan, I beg you to forget the matter.” There, that should settle his concern once and for
         all.
      

      
      “It is not about the fan,” he said. “I have appointments early in the afternoon. May I call at four o’clock?”

      
      She regarded him with suspicion. “Why not tell me now?”

      
      “I prefer to discuss it in private, if you are amenable.”

      
      In private? Did he mean to make her a dishonorable proposal? Then her common sense prevailed. A handsome rake like him would have no
         interest in a plump spinster.
      

      
      His mouth curved in the merest of smiles. “You hesitate. I can hardly blame you after I discomposed you earlier.”

      
      She lifted her chin. “I was not discomposed.” What a bouncer. She’d fled as if the engraving on his card read His Grace, the
         Duke of Devilbourne.
      

      
      “I will of course abide by your decision.” Then he gazed into her eyes with such intensity, she stilled like a rabbit in the
         woods. He drew her in, mesmerizing her with his arresting blue eyes. She felt the pull of his will like a swift current. And
         everything inside her said yes. “Very well,” she said breathlessly.
      

      
      “Thank you. Until tomorrow.” He sketched a formal bow and walked away.

      
      She let out her pent-up breath. Good God, he’d seduced her into agreeing.

      
      Anne approached, using her fan to shield her voice. “What were you and the duke discussing?”

      
      Tessa thought it best not to reveal his intended visit until she knew his purpose. “Nothing of consequence.” But he wanted
         something from her. She suppressed a shiver.
      

      
      “He spoke to you at length,” Anne said. “You must tell me what he said.”
      

      
      “You make too much of the matter.” Why had she let him turn her head?

      
      “He looked at you like a starving wolf. Stay away from him,” Anne said. “He is well-respected for his politics, but even Geoffrey
         admitted the duke has a notorious reputation with women. He probably has one hundred notches in his bedpost.”
      

      
      Tessa scoffed. “I’m sure he has no interest in carving one for an aging spinster like me.”

      
      “You are only six and twenty,” Anne said. “Why must you always demean your charms?”

      
      She ignored her friend’s question. “Do not worry. I am in no danger of falling for a rake’s wiles.” Even if he’d persuaded
         her to let him call tomorrow, and she’d accepted against her better judgment.
      

      
      Anne drew closer. “He has a reputation as a legendary lover. Women throw themselves in his path. I heard he can persuade a
         woman to do his bidding with his eyes.”
      

      
      Tessa gulped, knowing it was true.

      
      Anne surveyed the crowd and grabbed Tessa’s arm. “Look, there he is now by the hearth. Do you see that woman with him? That
         is Lady Endicott, a formerly respectable widow—until she met Shelbourne.”
      

      
      Tessa glanced in that direction. A tall, raven-haired beauty with jade feathers in her bandeau slid her finger along Shelbourne’s
         lapel. Then the widow leaned against him and whispered in his ear. He turned his head and flicked her earbob.
      

      
      Tessa gasped. Stars above. She’d invited that shameless rake to her drawing room.

      
      His teeth flashed in a roguish grin. Then he winked at the lady and strode off.
      

      
      “How could he engage in such brazen flirtation when his sister is present?” Anne said, her voice outraged.

      
      Tessa swerved her gaze to Anne. “His sister?”

      
      “Lady Julianne,” Anne said. “She is dancing with Lord Holbrook.”

      
      The dark-haired young woman laughed as she skipped past her partner. Her complexion glowed with the radiance of youth, and
         her gold-netted gown set off her slender figure to perfection. A sliver of envy lodged in Tessa’s throat. Long ago, she’d
         missed her own opportunity to have a season. Most of the time, she refused to dwell on the past, but once in a while, regret
         shadowed her heart.
      

      
      Anne regarded Tessa. “Lady Julianne is purported to have declined more than a dozen marriage proposals since her come-out
         three years ago.”
      

      
      “She sounds very particular.”

      
      “Perhaps it is her brother who is particular,” Anne said. “Some say the duke believes no man is good enough for his sister.”

      
      Tessa stilled. Did he mean to ask her to make a match for his sister tomorrow? No, surely he would rely on his mother’s advice.
         Why then had he insisted on calling?
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Though innocent Olivia secretly longs for the kind of passion her sister shares with her husband, none of the men she’s met spark a fire inside her heart—least of all the notorious Marquis of Fenwicke. When his request for a waltz turns into something sinister, Olivia must use her wit and wiles to evade a powerful peer who vows if he can’t have her, no man shall…
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SEVEN NIGHTS OF SIN

As the madam of Aphrodite’s Grotto, the most infamous brothel in London, Coral Smythe knows everything possible about men’s needs and desires. Yet she’s never experienced the love of a single man—not even that of Captain Isaac Wargate, whose hawklike eyes stare at her with both condemnation… and lust.

SEVEN NIGHTS OF ECSTASY

Captain Wargate heartily disapproves of the sensuous madam who always wears a golden mask. She lures his officers from both his ship and their duty. But when Coral herself is offered up as the prize in a game of chance, Wargate impulsively enters… and wins.

SEVEN NIGHTS OF LOVE

Now the puritanical navy captain has just seven nights to learn everything he can about the mysterious madam and what she knows of a man’s desires. But when Coral is threatened by the new owner of Aphrodite’s Grotto, will Wargate take a chance on the woman beneath the mask… and on love?
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Fiona Ferguson wants nothing more than to flee Miss Lavinia Chase’s Finishing School. Rather than the safe haven the girls’ families presume it to be, the school is intent on making its charges conform to the rules—by any means necessary. For Fiona, the only thing worse than staying at the dreaded “Last Chance Academy” would be abandoning the friends she’s made there. But when she receives word from home that her sister is in trouble, Fiona plots her escape…

A devoted spy in service to the Crown, Alex Knight takes his duties very seriously. His latest assignment—to ensure that the incorrigible Fiona remain safely at school—turns out to be far more of a challenge than he expected. After matching wits with the fiery Scottish beauty, he learns that the greatest danger of all… begins with a kiss.
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Look for these books in Vicky Dreiling’s charming series!
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Available Now

Tristan, the Duke of Shelbourne, is a man with a mission: find a wife he can tolerate as long as they both shall live. Love is not necessary—nor desired. But how to choose among a dizzying array of wealthy-yet-witless candidates? Hire London’s infamously prim and proper matchmaker. Then pretend she’s not the most captivating woman he’s ever met…

Helping a devilish duke create a contest to pick his perfect mate is the kind of challenge Tessa Mansfield relishes. Her methods may be scandalous, but she’s determined to find the notorious bachelor more than a wife—she’ll bring him true love. Yet when Tessa watches the women vie for the duke’s affections, she longs to win his heart herself. And after a stolen kiss confirms Tristan’s desire, Tessa knows she has broken a matchmaker’s number one rule: never fall in love with the groom.

“An enchanting debut, full of humor and heart”
—Madeline Hunter, New York Times bestselling author
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Available Now

Miss Julianne Gatewick is in a pickle. It started when her brother’s best friend—for whom she’s long nursed a secret tendre—agreed to act as her guardian for the Season, only to seduce her with a risqué waltz. But when the music stopped and the expectant ton waited for Marc Darcett, Earl of Hawkfield, to claim her as his own, he made his disinterest clear. Rather than succumb to humiliation, Julianne does what any self-respecting, recently discarded young miss with a wicked sense of humor would do. She secretly pens a lady’s guide to enticing unrepentant rakes… and it becomes the hottest scandal sheet in London.

Every honorable rake knows that friends’ sisters are forbidden. But suddenly Julianne has a spark of mischief in her eyes that Hawk can’t resist. Try as he might to push her away, he spends his days listening for her laughter and his nights dreaming of kissing her senseless. He’s always avoided innocents and their marriage-minded mothers, but has the man least likely to wed finally met his match?

“This was an enchanting tale that had me grinning from ear to ear. The chemistry between Marc and Julianne was flammable and only needed a spark to set it off.”
—Seducedbyabook.com
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Available Now

SCANDALOUS DESIRES…

Amy Hardwick has one last Season to shake off her wallflower image and make a love match. If she can’t, she’ll set aside her dreams of romance and return home to a suitor who can provide security—if little else. What she doesn’t count on is the inappropriate—and irresistible—attention lavished on her in a darkened library by rake extraordinaire Will “the Devil” Darcett…

DEVILISH DELIGHT

When Will is caught in a tryst with the ton’s shyest miss, he knows he must offer for her hand. Yet Amy is not the shrinking violet she seems to be. Passion lies beneath her prim exterior and Will is eager to release it. But winning Amy isn’t simply a matter of seduction; first, Will must convince her that he’s mended his wicked ways…

“To be nominated for a RITA once, is quite the honor… twice, is crazy amazing… but three times in one year? That should tell you that if you are not reading this author already, then you should be, because if you aren’t, you are really missing out!!”
—Seductive Musings


Also by Vicky Dreiling

How to Marry a Duke

How to Seduce a Scoundrel

How to Ravish a Rake


Praise for Vicky Dreiling’s Novels

“Dreiling secures her reputation as a writer of charming, matchmaking romances with engaging characters. Though her plotlines are classic, her cast of quirky, unconventional characters sets her stories apart. Fans of marriage-of-convenience love stories have a treat.”
—RT Book Reviews on How to Ravish a Rake

“Regency matchmaking, rakes, rogues, innocence and scandal: oh what fun! Dreiling knows how to combine these ingredients into a delightfully delicious, wickedly witty slice of reading pleasure.”
—RT Book Reviews on How to Seduce a Scoundrel

“In her lively debut novel, Vicky Dreiling has penned a fresh, engaging take on Regency matchmaking that brims with clever wit and repartee.”
—Nicole Jordan, New York Times bestselling author on How to Marry a Duke

“A tale chock full of warmth, wit and tenderness.”
—Samantha James, New York Times bestselling author on How to Marry a Duke

“A terrific romp of a read!… Vicky is a bright new voice in romance.”
—Sarah MacLean, New York Times bestselling author on How to Marry a Duke

“Dreiling’s Regency romance debut is, in a word, enchanting… How can Tristan honorably back away from his public courtship? And how can Tessa’s reputation in high society survive? Dreiling not only solves the dilemma; she also makes readers care about the delightful couple through their witty repartee and her expert storytelling.”
—Booklist (Starred Review)
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