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“I COULD KISS YOU, YOU KNOW.”


      He could feel the heat of her body, just as he could feel her softness pressed against his chest.


      “You wouldn’t dare,” she answered cheekily. “You’re a gentleman.”


      “You think so?” he drawled, pushing one leg slightly forward, insinuating it between hers. “You know, Ally, you aren’t the

         first to make that mistake.”

      


      And then, as her eyes widened, he slanted his mouth against hers. When he stepped back a few moments later, he wasn’t quite

         sure if he felt her trembling under his hands, or if it was he who trembled.

      


      “Well,” she said quietly, “that was interesting, wasn’t it? Could…could we try that again?”


      He felt her hands reaching behind his neck, grabbing at him, pulling him toward her.
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      To Michele Bidelspach,


	  who puts up with me.


	  Thanks, babe!


   

      Who lives without folly is not so wise as he thinks.

      


      FRANÇOIS, DUC DE LA ROCHEFOUCAULD


   

      
Chapter One



      Allegra Nesbitt, only child of the Earl and Countess of Sunderland, lifted her head and warily sniffed the breeze with her

         pert nose, rather like a sprig-muslin gowned hound attempting to pick up a scent.

      


      She’d been in the gardens for only a few minutes, but so far nothing seemed wrong here. That was good, for James, the head

         gardener. The poor man had yet to fully recover from the shock of finding that all his pink roses had, overnight, become yellow

         roses (three undergardeners had pocketed a half crown apiece for staying up the whole night long transplanting the bushes).

      


      That had been a week ago. Seven full days, an unusually long time between pranks for Oxie Nesbitt. He was due; he was overdue,

         and the entire household was tiptoeing about on eggshells, waiting. Waiting.

      


      Unless Allegra counted the most ridiculous joke Oxie had ever played, that being the one that supposedly had them all adjourning

         to London for the Season.

      


      She had to admit, he had been playing out that particular baited line for nearly a month now, and showed no 

         signs of letting it go, finding some other way to amuse himself at her mama’s expense.

      


      The pity of it was that Mama believed him, really believed him. As if they’d really travel to London. Ridiculous. What had

         the Nesbitt family to do with London?

      


      Even more to the point, whatever would London have to do with the Nesbitts?


      Allegra walked to one of the side doors leading into the mansion, automatically checking to be sure Oxie hadn’t rigged it

         with a bucket of water that would spill on her as she entered, and stepped inside.

      


      Her parents had been to London, five years ago, when Oxie had first come into the earldom by way of several unexpected deaths

         and a convoluted chain of inheritance that had left the then dowager countess prostate on her bed for months.

      


      Oxie Nesbitt, Earl of Sunderland? Why not, the dowager had been known to say almost daily until her death two years previously,

         just stick a jacket and neckcloth on a pet monkey and turn him loose in Society?

      


      Poor woefully unprepared Society.


      Allegra, still unable to succeed in her various and at times ingenious attempts to break out of the nursery, had not accompanied

         her parents to London on that first, fateful trip, but she had heard about it from Aspasia, her mama’s maid.

      


      A fiasco, that’s what that sojourn had been, from start to finish.


      Mama, always a shy and nervous sort, couldn’t remember anyone’s name, rank, or any of the social graces she’d attempted to

         learn from books, because she had married a poor man with no expectations, not an earl.

      


      

         In fact, she’d yet to fully forgive Oxie Nesbitt for accepting his title, probably in part due to the horrors she’d experienced

         in that single trip to London.

      


      Magdalen Nesbitt had curtsied to the bewigged majordomo of one of her hostesses, and in front of half the ton. Which had been an infinitesimal faux pas, when put up against the fact that she’d also actually asked the Prince Regent

         (now he, Aspasia told Allegra her mama had said, really looked like a majordomo) if he could kindly point her in the direction of

         the ladies’ retiring room.

      


      Oh, yes. Mama had made quite an impression upon Society. The poor woman still had the occasional nightmare.


      But it had taken Oxie himself to bear off the palm. The new earl’s frank speech, his boisterous ways, his pranks, had been the talk of London for the ten days it had taken Magdalen to convince him that she was dreadfully ill and a rapid

         return to Sunderland was the only thing that could possibly save her.

      


      They’d left behind them a rash of silly pranks and some angry peers, along with several hilarious anecdotes about “The Countess

         of Bumpkin” that would have witnesses to her social blunders dining out on the stories for weeks, and a Grosvenor Square mansion

         in Holland covers, never to be visited again.

      


      Five years, and the fact that Allegra was now a rapidly aging nineteen, had pushed Magdalen into believing that London had

         forgotten them, forgiven them, and would welcome her beautiful, eligible daughter with open arms. And, if it hadn’t, she’d

         pretend it had. She would walk over hot coals for her Ally—or, even more daring, down Bond Street.

      


      

         After all, her darling Allegra was the daughter of an earl. There was a truly stunning dowry. Just a quick pop into the metropolis,

         where her dearest Ally would dazzle all the gentlemen, take her pick of the best of this year’s litter of bachelors, and Magdalen

         could return to the relative obscurity of Sunderland, little worse for wear.

      


      And Oxie had agreed, with a wink to his daughter, who had scolded him for lifting her mama’s hopes when everyone knew that

         they’d never travel to London again. Ever.

      


      Still, he was pushing this prank too far, even for him.


      Magdalen had ordered new wardrobes for everyone, had the traveling coach refurbished, even invited Allegra’s dreadful cousin

         Elizabeth to accompany them to the metropolis so that she could shepherd Allegra into society, leaving her mama safely at

         home, where she couldn’t embarrass herself or anyone else.

      


      Disappointing Elizabeth when Papa finally admitted he’d only been funning them would be the single spot of joy Allegra looked

         forward to, as her cousin was the silliest, most chuckle-headed, condescending—

      


      Feminine shrieks cut into Allegra’s random thoughts, followed by her mama’s hysterically pitched, “Oxie! Help, help! Oh, OX-eee!”

      


      Allegra picked up her skirts and followed the screams to the large saloon, to see both her mama and Cousin Elizabeth standing

         on couches, looking about as silly as two women could look without outside assistance (though, considering her mama’s fervent

         invocation of Oxie’s name, they probably did have outside assistance).

      


      “I thought he was overdue. If there’s one thing to be 

         said for Oxie, he never disappoints,” Allegra said as she looked around the room. “Well? What did he do?”

      


      Cousin Elizabeth, her face unnaturally pale beneath her neatly coiled black hair, her equally black eyes narrowed to slits,

         pointed a finger toward one corner of the room. “There. Right there.”

      


      Allegra shook her head, looking where Cousin Elizabeth had pointed. “I don’t—oh, I see now. How cute,” she said, smiling.

         She looked at the gaily papered box on the floor, the one whose lid had somehow been transported a good fifteen feet away

         from its bottom, and then to the corner again. “You thought it was candy, didn’t you, Mama?”

      


      Magdalen appeared to be attempting to climb onto the very back of the couch, then reach for and shimmy up the chandelier,

         which would be a fruitless exercise, as Magdalen was a smidgeon of a person, petite, blond… gullible as ever; Oxie’s favorite

         audience. “Of course I thought it was candy, Ally. OX-eee!”

      


      “Don’t waste your breath, Mama,” Allegra said, sighing. “You know he’s around here somewhere, watching, but that doesn’t mean

         he’s going to come out until he believes his small prank has run its course.”

      


      “You’re all mad, do you know that? Stupid pranks, calling one’s own father by his Christian name. Outrageous!” Cousin Elizabeth

         declared feelingly as she sat herself down on the back of the couch, folded her small hands in her lap—as if prepared to serve

         tea from this novel position.

      


      “Yes,” Allegra said, walking toward the corner and bending down, “we’re all mad. If I were you, cousin, I’d hie myself straight

         back home, escape this asylum while 

         you still retain your own priggish wits. Ah, here we go. Hello, mousie,” she said, lifting the white mouse by its tail, holding

         it so that she could watch its small, pinkish nose twitch as it inspected her with anxious-looking black eyes. “Poor little

         precious. Did those noisy ladies frighten you?”

      


      “Oh, for the love of God, child—you’re worried about the mouse? Just get that disgusting thing out of here. Get it out of here now.”

      


      “Yes, Mama,” Allegra said, gathering up the two pieces of the box and tucking the mouse back in it, wondering silently how

         neither her mama nor Cousin Elizabeth had failed to notice the neat pattern of air holes her papa had punched into the lid.

      


      Oxie certainly wouldn’t have gotten such a sorry attempt past her.

      


      “Cousin Elizabeth? Perhaps you’d like me to put this in your rooms? I believe he’d make a lovely pet for a spinster of two

         and twenty. Or is that three and twenty?”

      


      “You wouldn’t—oh! You’re as bad as his lordship, Allegra, I vow it. And, for your information, cousin, I am not quite twenty-one,

         barely eighteen months older than you. But what about his lordship, cousin? What if he attempts anything like this when we’re

         in London? Well, I should just simply perish from the embarrassment.”

      


      “You won’t have to worry about that, Cousin Elizabeth,” Allegra told her, “because we’re not going to London. Mama, haven’t

         you figured that out yet? This is just another of Oxie’s small jokes. And a not very funny one, at that, considering that

         we now have Cousin Elizabeth running tame in our house.”

      


      

         She tipped up the lid of the box, peeked inside. “Among other vermin.”

      


      Cousin Elizabeth crawled down from her perch, sitting on the proper couch cushion once more, smoothing her muslin skirts as

         she balefully glared at Allegra.

      


      “Oh, really? I know just what you’re doing, Cousin Allegra. Oh, yes, I know. You’re only saying that because you don’t want

         me to accompany you to London. It’s just as Mama has said, I’ll cast you very much in the shade. How you’ll hate that, cousin,

         mean and spiteful creature that you are, as you seem to positively dote on making a cake of yourself whenever possible.”

      


      “Yes, that’s me, straight down to the ground,” Allegra agreed, because what use was there in arguing? “A horribly improper

         branch on the otherwise prim and proper yet still—dare I say it?—prodigiously ramshackle Nesbitt tree. My father’s daughter,

         my mother’s child. Oh, and when we get to London, Cousin Elizabeth—not that we’re really going—I should like it very much

         if you were to address me as Lady Allegra. I don’t wish to depress your pretensions overmuch, but you have been cast to play the role of charitable gesture on Mama’s

         part in this small farce, you know.”

      


      Magdalen watched as Elizabeth ran from the room, one hand pressed to her mouth to stifle her sobs.


      “That, my girl, was mean,” she told her daughter. “Not too many years ago we were cast as the poor relations, remember?”

      


      “I remember a lot of things, Mama,” Allegra said, tucking the box under her arm. “One of them is the single house party we,

         then playing the part of poor relations as you said, attended here at Sunderland. I remember how 

         Cousin Elizabeth pretended to be my friend, then left me all alone in the middle of the yew maze. It took hours for anyone

         to find me. I was six, I believe, and still afraid of the dark. Foolish girl, she never thought I’d grow up, or that I’d remember.

         But I do remember.”

      


      “That was naughty of her, but she only mimicked the sentiments of her parents. She’s a grown woman now, and you should judge

         her on her own merits.” Magdalen sighed, worked her fingers together in her lap. “And remember this as well, we must be even

         larger than that, Ally. We must also forgive, we must also forget. After all, we are now the Earl of Sunderland.”

      


      “No, Oxie is the Earl of Sunderland. That man over there, just coming out from behind the draperies. Hello, Oxie. Enjoy your

         little joke?”

      


      Oxie Nesbitt hitched up the waist of his breeches, which had begun sagging beneath the considerable weight of his ample belly.

         He patted at the fluffy white halo of hair that ringed his otherwise bald pate, and sat down beside his wife, lifting her

         fingers to his lips.

      


      “I hadn’t planned on frightening you, pet. Only the gel. But you climbed this couch with the grace of a gazelle, truly you

         did.”

      


      “I should crack your head with the teapot,” his wife said, her heart not really in the threat. “But what is this Ally has

         been talking about, Oxie? Please say our trip to London is not another of your pranks. I’ve spent hours and hours memorizing the names and titles of all of the Prince Regent’s siblings and all of the patronesses at Almack’s. Practiced

         them until my head positively ached. I would just die if we didn’t go, truly I would, Oxie.”

      


      Allegra put down the box and crossed her arms over 

         her slim waist, stared at her papa. “Tell her,” she intoned heavily. “This has gone on long enough. Tell her, Oxie.”

      


      His lordship looked at his daughter, looked at his wife, looked at the toes of his boots. “We leave Friday morning at first

         light,” he said, speaking into his faintly soiled cravat.

      


      Then, quickly, he looked up at his daughter. “The trick was on you, Ally, not your mama. I only let you think that so that

         you wouldn’t bolt, run away, before I could get you tied to the seat of the coach.”

      


      “Oxie… no,” Allegra said, shaking her head. “We can’t. Don’t you remember? Think of who we are. Think of how Mama was so…

         and how you… and the coffin you propped against Lady Jersey’s door? And… and the ground pepper in your snuffbox… and the silly map you

         made up, showing a great Stuart treasure buried under the Prince Regent’s own Carleton House—people crawling all over his

         highness’s gardens, digging up his posies? And… and the—”

      


      “Ancient history, my dear,” his lordship interrupted as Allegra searched her brain for more stories told to her by a sniffling

         Aspasia. “And there were those who jolly well enjoyed my little jokes, not that Lady Jersey was overly amused, I’ll grant

         you that one. As for your mama? Elizabeth will be there to guide her this time, as well as the bear-leader we’ve hired. What

         is her name, pet?”

      


      “Mrs. Tomlin,” Magdalen told him. “Mrs. Lettice Tomlin, and she’s a paid companion, Oxie, and is also acting as our housekeeper.

         She’s a widow, I suppose, or perhaps a spinster. She’s to be called Mrs. Tomlin, as a courtesy, as all women of any advanced

         age in this position would be. But there was no mention of a Mr. Tomlin.” 

         She frowned. “Oh, never mind, Ally, we’ll just figure it all out as we go on. She came highly recommended.”

      


      “Highly recommended?” Allegra rolled her eyes in only partially amused disbelief. “By whom? Mama, we don’t know anybody. None of us has been anywhere but here for the past five years, and before that we were less than nowhere.”

      


      Magdalen began fidgeting with the ribbons on her morning gown. “Don’t put such a fine point on everything, Ally. I had your

         papa place an advertisement in one of the London papers, and Mrs. Tomlin replied with the loveliest letter, and references

         and everything. Why, she’s already in residence in Grosvenor Square, making sure everything is ready for our arrival. Oh,

         Ally, don’t make that face. You know how upset I get when you make that face.”

      


      “I don’t believe this,” Allegra said, shaking her head. “We’re really going? To marry me off, correct? You’re going to drag

         me to London to get rid of me. Oxie, this is the nastiest trick you have ever played on me.”

      


      Magdalen hopped to her feet, put her arms around her daughter. “Oh, darling, don’t, please. This is for your own good, truly

         it is. You are of an age now, nearly as old as your cousin Elizabeth, in fact, and you’ve just teased her about how she is

         all but on the shelf, ready to don her caps and raise cats.”

      


      “Mice,” Allegra said into her mother’s bouncing curls. “I thought she could raise mice.” Then she shut her eyes, unable to

         contemplate the disaster that awaited them all in London. “Oh, it will be terrible. Just terrible.”

      


      “It will be wonderful,” her mama corrected, giving her 

         a quick squeeze before putting her at arm’s length, smiling at her child. “Your papa has friends, friends from his school

         days, and they’ll all be in London. Surely they’ll all have sons. We have a beautiful daughter. We’ll have Elizabeth to bear

         you company, Ms. Tomlin to guide us along the straight and narrow, your papa’s money to cushion any falls we might have. Papa

         has convinced me that we’ll be just fine—and I am willing to put my head in the lion’s mouth again for you. Although,” she

         ended a little nervously, “your papa says that won’t be necessary.”

      


      “Your mama’s right, Ally,” his lordship added, giving Allegra a bracing, nearly staggering clap on the back. “Only thing you’ll

         find around here is men like me, and I wouldn’t wish such a sorry match on my dearest baby, or you on the fellows around here,

         come to think on it. I’ve already penned letters to my school chums, telling them of our arrival early next week.”

      


      “Names, Oxie. Give me names, or I won’t believe you. I may not even believe you then. Give them to me now, without giving

         you time to make them up.”

      


      “Names? I’ll give you names. Gideon Pakes, he’s the Viscount Eaton, no less, soon to be an earl, when his father gets put

         to bed with a shovel. Sir Guy Berkert, and the last one—what’s his name? This would be easier, pet, if you would just stop

         staring at me that way. Oh, yes, I remember now. Jagger. Walter Jagger. Called him Wally until he bloodied m’nose for me.

         Wally always was a bit of a spoilsport. Roomed with them at school, you know, along with Elizabeth’s papa. Fine chaps.”

      


      “Ridiculous,” Allegra said, pulling a face. “Friends. Fine chaps. So, why haven’t I heard about any of them except for Uncle

         Frederick until today? Why, you 

         couldn’t even remember the last one’s name at first, could you? And yet you say they’re your friends? Nonsense. Cousin Elizabeth’s

         father, Oxie, has never been your friend. Were any of these men your friends? Really?”

      


      “Schoolmates,” Oxie corrected. “Long ago and far away.”


      “Long ago and far away enough that they’ve forgiven you for tying all their small clothes in knots and hanging them from the

         lampposts? Long ago and far away enough that they no longer remember the day you put a freshly fed goat in their rooms?”

      


      “It was a family of piglets, and how would you know that, anyway?”


      “I know you, Oxie,” Allegra said, jamming her hands on her hips. She loved her father, loved the man desperately, but that didn’t mean

         she didn’t believe he’d be safer—that the whole world might be safer—if she could keep him in leading strings.

      


      “Now tell me, Oxie. I already know that Uncle Frederick can’t afford a Season in London, or otherwise Cousin Elizabeth wouldn’t

         be within a dozen miles of this place, so we’ll forget him for the moment. Did any of these three old schoolmates of yours

         return your letters with missives of their own? Offer you invitations? Acknowledge your letters in any way at all?”

      


      Oxie pushed both hands through his fuzz of white hair. “You know the sad condition of the posts, Ally,” he said, not quite

         looking at her. “Now, please, enough. We leave for London in two days. Accept it, pet, because it’s true.”

      


      Allegra looked at her mother, who was smiling at her weakly, then to her father, who had this gleam in his eye that boded ill for anyone in London who didn’t find 

         feathers in their soup or ink in their port amusing occurrences.

      


      She clenched her fists, stuck out her chin. “No. This is going to be an unmitigated disaster. I’m sorry, Mama, but I won’t

         be a part of it.”

      


      Oxie took both her hands in his. “Pet, listen to me. I’m the Earl of Sunderland. I have no sons, only you. When I cock up

         my toes the title goes to—Magdalen, darlin’, you’ve been studying up on all of this for a few weeks. Who does it go to?”

      


      “Your cousin Frederick Nesbitt, Oxie. Elizabeth’s father.”


      Allegra took a half step backward, shocked, for she had that particular failing of loving daughters, that of believing her

         papa would live forever, and had never investigated the succession.

      


      “Elizabeth’s father? That can’t be right. Do they know? No, they couldn’t, because that couldn’t be right. If that were right,

         Elizabeth would have poisoned your porridge the day she arrived.”

      


      “It’s true, Ally,” her mother told her. “When I was trying to commit names and titles to my memory, I stumbled on the family

         tree. Your papa is the earl now, but Frederick definitely is next in line.”

      


      “Oxie, I’d watch my back, if I were you,” Allegra said, only partly in jest. Her cousin’s family, well born but poor as church

         mice since Uncle Frederick’s gambling soul had rolled them up years ago, was accepted in Society—but an earldom? Oh, my. What

         Elizabeth wouldn’t do to be Lady Elizabeth and live at Sunderland.

      


      “Ally?” her father prompted as Allegra’s mind took her down paths littered with Cousin Elizabeth shooting 

         Oxie with his own dueling pistol, Cousin Elizabeth jumping out from behind one of the suits of armor in the long hall and

         sticking a knife into Oxie’s back, Cousin Elizabeth hiring thugs to beat Oxie, drop him into a sack, and toss him off a cliff…

      


      “Hmmm?” she said, shaking herself back to the moment, and to her father.


      “I was saying, Ally, that when I shuffle off this mortal coil, you and your mama will be left with the dowager house, some

         few pennies in an allowance, and to the mercies of Frederick Nesbitt—Frederick, his harridan of a wife, and Cousin Elizabeth,

         all whose meanness you well remember.”

      


      “I won’t think about that,” Allegra said with that same daughterly determination to see the world only as she wanted it, a

         view that included both her parents forever in that world with her.

      


      “Sometimes, pet, even you have to listen to me. I’m not always such a noodle, you know. You can see, can’t you, why I need

         you married, and married well? You have to be provided for, and through you, my darlin’ wife as well. Everything here is entailed,

         on loan to whatever earl is in residence. It is time, my pet, for us to be practical.”

      


      “And it might also be prudent for you to behave with more charity toward your cousin,” Magdalen added.


      “I’ll try,” Allegra said on a sigh. “But it won’t be easy.”


   

      
Chapter Two



      Armand Gauthier flicked the reins lightly, his hands soft, his mastery of the ribbons in no doubt to anyone on the loud, congested

         London street or to the fine pair of blacks in the traces.

      


      Handsome, dashing, Armand Gauthier was also mysterious. No one quite knew where he was from, how he had come into his immense

         fortune. He never mentioned his parents, as if he had been dropped into England from a cloud not quite three years ago, fully

         grown.

      


      Or was that cloud purposefully constructed, to hide a dubious past, a dark and dangerous past?


      Had he been an adventurer? A highwayman? The illegitimate heir to some throne? To England’s throne?


      He had the bearing of a prince, didn’t he; had this way of walking into every room as if he owned it, always dressed in his

         impeccable black and white, always in control of every situation, while finding humor in all areas of the human condition.

      


      Women gushed over him; men felt it to be in their best interests to befriend him.


      

         And Armand Gauthier kept his secrets, mostly by cheerfully confessing to be anything anyone suspected him of being.

      


      An adventurer? Oh, dear, really? Oh, all right, if you insist.


      The bastard son of a French prince? Of course, isn’t everyone?


      The well-recompensed lover of one of England’s greatest ladies? Dear, dear, how indiscreet to even mention such a thing. Wink, wink.

      


      The ton had delighted themselves in trying to ferret out any small piece of information about Armand Gauthier.

      


      His accent—was that American, or French?


      His skill with the cards—had he once dealt the cards or rolled the dice to earn his daily bread?


      His skill with a sword, with his fists, with a pistol—were these purely gentlemanly pursuits, or did they, too, speak of that

         supposed dark and dangerous past?

      


      And did it matter? The man appeared to be well bred, was definitely well behaved, as well as sinfully rich and even more sinfully

         gorgeous.

      


      His eyes were as blue as a summer sky, his hair as black as a winter midnight. Taller than the average, and built along the

         lines of one of Elgin’s famous marbles brought from Greece (but with arms still intact, of course, the observer who made the

         comparison had been quick to clarify), he cut a fashionable but never gaudy figure as he had moved into Society on the arm

         of his good friend Simon Roxbury, the Viscount Brockton.

      


      No one questioned Viscount Brockton. No one but a 

         fool would even suggest that Viscount Brockton was trying to foist some lowborn impostor on his friends.

      


      And so Armand Gauthier, his deep pockets, pretty face, and mysterious past, were all welcomed into Society, where he had made

         himself comfortable for these past three years.

      


      He’d just the previous winter sold his town house on Gerrard Street and purchased the Grosvenor Square mansion that was one

         of the jewels of the Square when Sir Roger Trembly’s luck at the card tables had turned sour and the man needed ready cash

         in exchange for the fully furnished establishment.

      


      And Armand had not even been in the game.


      Now the mansion was his, along with a houseful of servants, fully fitted-out stables, and the remarkable Quincy, the majordomo’s

         majordomo. Deep pockets could buy almost anything, and a pleasing face and manner could at the very least place a sizable

         deposit on the rest.

      


      With his good friend, Bartholomew Boothe, Armand had wintered in Sussex and, for a month or more, visited with Viscount Brockton

         and his bride, before announcing to one and all that he had decided that London needed him, almost as much as he needed London,

         for he had, at nearly thirty, concluded that perhaps it was time to set up his own nursery. Well, at least think about it.

      


      And wouldn’t his good friend Bones want to go on the hunt himself? Find himself a wife? Armand broached the question, then

         had stood back to watch the fun.

      


      Bartholomew, predictably aghast at even the thought of bracketing himself to some simpering debutante, yet alone ever dandling

         a swaddled babe on his bony knee, 

         had at last agreed to come along for the Season, but he’d made it clear he was only there under protest, and only because

         he knew Armand still held hopes for another agenda.

      


      Love, Bones had said (quoting his mother, seemingly an expert on all things), had to come unbidden, or it didn’t come at all—and

         even then, it was a good bet that any descent into love would end badly.

      


      Bartholomew’s warnings to one side, Armand retained high hopes for a successful Season, even if he failed to find the woman

         of his dreams—not that he actually expected to find a woman who could fulfill all his dreams. Not that he intended to look

         very hard.

      


      Still, the chase itself held no small appeal, as well as continuing his private search for at least one more Season before

         admitting failure, putting a period to his private hopes.

      


      There were times, just recently, when that search didn’t seem quite as important as it once had.


      Simon’s contentment had stirred a previously unknown hunger deep in Armand’s belly. Home, hearth, family. Didn’t one always

         long most for what one has never had, never experienced for one’s self?

      


      Perhaps it was time to give up his quest, and do just as he’d said, find himself an acceptable woman and set up his own nursery,

         his own future, and let the past continue to lie in its obscurity.

      


      And so, this last week of March, he had driven his high-perch phaeton on the last leg into town, with his servants following

         somewhere behind in the assortment of coaches that were needed to transport all of Armand’s 

         massive requirements for the Season from one abode to another.

      


      Armand, who once could carry all he owned in a single square of cloth tied to the end of a not particularly stout stick, smiled

         now as he momentarily reflected on the vagaries of life. And the luck of the draw.

      


      Bartholomew Boothe sat up beside Armand, his sharp teeth still worrying the skin on the side of his thumb after pronouncing

         for at least the tenth time that they would come to grief in the crush of traffic, and being proved wrong each time.

      


      Armand had just turned the phaeton out of the worst of the crush of vehicles and into Grosvenor Square when he exclaimed,

         “Good God, Bones, what’s that?”

      


      Bones narrowed his eyelids and looked past Armand, to his left. With remarkable sangfroid, he then sat back, crossed his arms

         over his thin chest. “It’s a fountain, Armand, complete with cherubs and openmouthed fish. The same fountain that has been

         in that particular corner of the Square for years and years.”

      


      “Yes, but why—who?”


      “Oh, you want the particulars? My mistake, I’m sure. Very well. Dredging through my rather remarkable memory, I would hazard

         that the Earl of Sunderland is in residence, in that pink mansion, just behind the fountain. Boggles the mind, that does.”

      


      “Why? The Earl of Sunderland? Really. The name is vaguely familiar.”


      “Should be. People still talk about him from time to time, although it has been about five years since he’s come to town.

         A terrible failure, his first sojourn to the metropolis. And a memorable one, in case he’s hoping 

         everyone forgot. I know m’mother never has. Or me. I can’t believe he’s back.”

      


      “How do you know he’s back?”

      


      “That’s simple enough,” Bones said as Armand pulled the horses to a stop in front of his own mansion, gazing at it with pride

         of ownership. “M’mother’s told me tale after tale of how the earl loves mischief, playing pranks. Only Oxie Nesbitt would

         fill his own fountain with bubbles. At least, he did it the first time he came to London. Seems unlikely it’s anyone else

         but him, don’t you think?”

      


      Armand hopped down from the seat as a groom ran to the horses’ heads, and looked across the Square at the elaborate structure

         that, indeed, was still spouting small mountains of frothy bubbles, a virtual rainbow of bubbles that were tumbling out of

         the stone fountain, onto the cobblestones. They danced in the breeze, glistened as they caught the sunlight; a pretty if ludicrous

         sight.

      


      “A novel way to announce one’s presence. Some people, obviously far less inventive sorts, are content with merely ordering

         that the knocker be put back on the door,” he said, smiling slightly as he shook his head. “Ah, well, Bones, we are here safely,

         the Earl of Sunderland is to be our neighbor across the Square, and the Season is about to begin. Everything seems to be—well,

         hello.”

      


      Bones, who was standing on the flagway, inspecting himself for road dirt as he surreptitiously rubbed at his bony posterior

         that would never get along well with a hard bench seat, picked up his head and quizzically looked at his friend. “Hello?”

      


      “Indeed, yes, Bones. Hello.” Armand inclined his head slightly, in the direction of the fountain. “I do hope the 

         gods are smiling, and the young lady is in residence here for the Season.”

      


      “Young lady? I don’t see any—oh, there? What’s she doing?”


      Armand watched as the small, honey-blond beauty walked fully around the fountain, one hand on her hip, then leaned over, scooped

         up some of the bubbles, blew them off her hands, watched as they floated away on the breeze. She laughed, shook her head,

         and all but skipped toward the pink mansion, stealing inside before Armand could do more than feel the first pinprick of attraction.

      


      “Tell me, Bones, would your dearest mama, your own personal bubbling fount of information, know if the Earl of Sunderland

         has a daughter?”

      


      “If he does, and if that’s her, she’s probably as dotty as the father. But a pretty enough little thing, I suppose, if you

         don’t mind the bloodline.”

      


      Armand hid his quick irritation at his friend’s incautious words. “She’s the daughter of an earl, Bones. That seems to be

         a fairly respectable bloodline.”

      


      “She’s a Nesbitt,” Bones explained patiently as the door opened as if Quincy had been standing just behind it, his ears at

         attention, waiting for nothing more than the sound of his master’s boots on the marble steps.

      


      “Yes, so you’ve said. The Earl of Sunderland. Oxie Nesbitt. Tell me more, please.”


      “Oxie Nesbitt. Poor and extremely distant relation who unexpectedly backed into the title when the last earl keeled over in

         the midst of drinking himself stupid, as he did every night of his life. Still fairly young, in the prime of his life, and

         the man went crashing down.”

      


      “Leaving no son, no heir?”


      

         “Correct. We all thought Frederick Nesbitt would come into the title, but this Oxie Nesbitt turned out to be the one, something

         to do with birth order, m’mother says. Definitely not bred for the title. Rough, crude, and with a talent for mischief, that’s

         what m’mother says, and with a wife who actually asked Prinney to please show her the way to the nearest water closet.”

      


      “Really? And nobody thought that was funny? I think that’s extremely funny.”


      “You would of course, Armand. Always said you were a little dotty yourself,” Bones said happily enough—he was always happiest

         when saying something depressing. He followed his friend up the steps, adding, “But remember, sad specimen that he is, Prinney

         is still our regent, and deserves some respect. That’s what m’mother says, when she isn’t calling him a fat flawn.”

      


      “Good to see you again, sir,” Quincy said, bowing his bewigged, powdered head. “I trust you had a comfortable journey.”


      “Thank you, yes we did, Quincy,” Armand said as he handed over his hat and gloves to the bowing majordomo before heading upstairs

         to the drawing room and the fully loaded drinks table.

      


      “Your mother says quite a lot, Bones,” he remarked as he held up a crystal decanter and his friend nodded his acceptance of

         the offer of wine. Now his interest had been piqued twice, once by the daughter, and again by the father. “I can’t imagine

         why I’ve never run across this earl. I had thought I knew everyone in London.”

      


      “One peek at some honey-colored curls and a shapely ankle, and your mind’s gone to mush.” Bones took his glass and sat down

         on one of the couches, crossing one 

         long, skinny shanked leg over the other. “I told you. That’s because the earl and his countess made such a disaster of their first visit here, so that they went running to

         ground and have never dared to come back, not even just the earl, on some flying visit to his solicitor or some such thing.”

      


      “Not for five long years?”


      “At least that long, I’m sure. But if you’re right, Armand, and that was the daughter, she looks to be old enough to be popped

         off. That’s probably it. They’re here to pop off the daughter. Well, good luck to them, if she’s anything like the parents.

         Society will cut her dead.”

      


      Armand put down his own glass, looked at Bones thoughtfully. “We’re a mean bunch at the heart of it, aren’t we, Bones? Condemning

         the poor girl before she so much as dips her toe into Society?”

      


      Bones shrugged. “Possibly, but that’s the way it has always been, Armand. You should know. If it weren’t for Simon—and myself,

         to some small measure—you would have had a lot more difficulty inserting yourself into the ton, being accepted by them all.”

      


      “I know that, Bones, and I’m grateful.”


      “Not that you wouldn’t have succeeded on your own, given enough time. But even you must admit having Simon quietly let it

         be known to the hostesses that he would attend no gathering to which you were not invited? Well, it went a long way, and we

         all know it.”

      


      Armand picked up his half-empty glass, held it up so that the sunlight pouring in through the large front windows made a small

         rainbow in the wine, the way that same sunlight had colored the bubbles the petite beauty had blown off her hands.

      


      

         “A patron. Simon acted as my patron, and therefore guaranteed my easy entry into Society. Amazing what one small encounter

         can do for a person.”

      


      “Hardly a small encounter, Armand,” Bones said, shifting on his seat. “You two met in that gaming hall, and you took Simon

         to one side, explained to him that he was being royally fleeced by a sharper, then proceeded to thoroughly trounce the bastard

         at his own game.”

      


      Armand walked over to one of the couches, sat down, crossed his long legs. “I’ve since taught Simon how to spot a marked deck,

         among other things.”

      


      “Yes, you did. And you paid Simon back in full for any favors last year when you taught him how to fuzz the cards when he

         went after that rotter, Filton. Oh, have you heard? Filton’s in the Fleet, for debt again, of course. I still can’t believe

         he didn’t hang for what he tried to do to Callie.”

      


      “Yes, Simon told me,” Armand said, nodding his head. “And peers rarely hang, Bones, as we both know. But as it sounds as if

         Filton will be spending the remainder of his sorry life outrunning duns and eventually escaping to the continent with every

         other penniless gentleman we know, I would like to return our attention to the earl’s daughter.”

      


      “Oh, must we? I’m uncomfortable with petticoat talk, and well you know it. We could talk about the weather. Yes, let’s do

         that, let’s talk about the weather. Do you think it will rain tomorrow?”

      


      “I could become her sponsor, of sorts, couldn’t I? Her patron, as it were, as Simon did with me. I have enough consequence.”


      “I think it might rain.” Bones took a deep breath, let it 

         out slowly. “Oh, very well, but only because you’re going to insist.”

      


      “How well you know me. Now, Bones, talk to me. Tell me if I’m right.”


      “Of course you’re right. You’re up to your ears in consequence, which remains a remarkable thing, considering… but to sponsor

         the Nesbitt chit?”

      


      Armand leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. “Yes?”


      “Truthfully? I don’t know if anyone has that much consequence, not if she’s anything like her sire and mama. Because the mama

         is just as bad, Armand. I remember now, m’mother said she was dubbed the Bumpkin Countess, or something close to that, and

         the earl played pranks that had half the ton ready to hang him from the nearest lamppost. I’m serious, Armand. These two have all the refinement of a pack of party pigs.”

      


      “They also have a beautiful daughter,” Armand said, closing his eyes, recalling the vision of the pretty little blonde, gaily

         laughing at the bubbles, appearing both at ease and delighted with the world. “A remarkably beautiful daughter.”

      


      “Probably one of the servants, out for a breath of fresh air,” Bones said, always more than willing to pour cold water on

         anyone’s hopes.

      


      “No,” Armand said, finishing his wine. “She was well dressed, Bones. Small, both in her height and in her slender frame, and

         with the most adorable point to her chin.”

      


      “You saw all of that, from that distance? I don’t believe it.”


      “But you are not interested in petticoats, Bones. I’m not surprised you didn’t notice. I, on the other hand, am 

         always interested in feminine beauty. Now, what to do about this? I suppose I would be best served to approach her at one

         of the balls, one of the parties?”

      


      “Ha! And where would that be, Armand? No invitations will be sent to the Earl of Sunderland, for fear the man will pull one

         of his pranks and ruin the entire evening. Sally Jersey loathes him, for two, so that rules out Almack’s, definitely. The

         daughter will never be offered a voucher, you can count on that.”

      


      “And why does the most rude, crude, and generally improper patroness of Almack’s dislike him?”


      “He played Merry Mourner, that’s why, propping a coffin against her front door, so that when he knocked, then ran, her footman

         opened the door only to have the lid and a soggy, straw-stuffed suit of clothes fall in on him. Man screamed loud enough to

         wake Sally from a dead sleep. I’m telling you, Armand, so please listen—the Nesbitts will be on their way out of London again

         within a fortnight, without so much as a single invitation ever coming their way.”

      


      Armand was silent for a few moments, considering all of this as he looked around his lovely new mansion; considering the girl,

         the unknown earl whose acquaintance he must surely make, the girl again. The girl most definitely.

      


      “Very well. I’ll introduce her myself, here, at the party I’ve just decided I must host in order to show off my latest acquisition,”

         he said at last, unfortunately just as Bones was sipping the last of his wine, so that he had to wait until the man was done

         coughing and choking before he could add, “What Simon did for me, I shall do for this poor girl. It only seems fair, Bones.”

      


      

         Bones pulled a large white linen square from his pocket and dabbed at his streaming eyes. “I know what you’re doing, so don’t

         try to flummox me with all this talk of parties and patrons and pretty little blondes. You’re hoping this one may be the one,

         that this one could be the answer to your questions. A Nesbitt, Armand? Oh, I don’t think so. It will go badly, Armand. Trust me, it will go badly.”

      


      “Yes,” Armand said, walking to the window, to look out at the fountain across the Square, smile at the mounding bubbles, “so

         you always say, Bones, so you always say.”

      


   

      
Chapter Three



      It took quite a lot to impress Lady Allegra Nesbitt. She had lived in genteel poverty. She had spent the past five years in

         the lap of luxury. She had chased frogs out of her bed warmer and had kept her expression blank as the vicar prepared to sit

         down on his wet-with-glue seat after his Sunday sermon, just two of the hundreds of silly pranks Oxie had put into action

         over the years.

      


      She’d neatly taken over the running of Sunderland when it became obvious that her dearest, easily overwhelmed mama was not

         quite up to the job, educated herself beyond expectations for a female by locking herself up in the extensive Sunderland library

         for at least five hours a day. She’d placated those servants who swore they would not spend another moment in a household

         run by a man, even an earl, who delighted in putting salt in the sugar bowl, or hanging fish heads in clothespresses.

      


      She’d survived every April Fool’s Day, every single year, and Oxie had been frustrated at not being able to 

         fool his daughter, so frustrated that, this year, he had obviously become desperate.

      


      Allegra waved the rich ivory vellum card in front of her father’s face, then gave him a snap of her fingers.


      “This is pitiful, Oxie. Shame on you. We’ve been in town for over a week, completely without invitations to so much as a small

         breakfast, and now you present me with this? A ball? Ridiculous. You’d have been better served to try to convince me, as you did Mama, that bits of coal strung on a necklace

         were, in fact, Newcastle diamonds, and quite treasured. Poor Mama, her neck was black for a week.”

      


      Oxie Nesbitt looked from side to side, shushing his daughter. “Please, pet, don’t mention that right now. I think your mama

         has forgotten that it’s April Fool’s, although it’s already gone eleven, and she’s not yet showed me her lovely face.”

      


      “Nor will she, all day,” Allegra told him, tossing the invitation onto a table before seating herself on one of the couches

         in the drawing room. “If you tried the door, Oxie, you’d see that she’s locked herself in her bedchamber, planning not to

         emerge until tomorrow. Now, to get back to”—she gestured toward the table—“this. Who is this Armand Gauthier? You made him up, didn’t you?”

      


      A blur of color swept past Allegra as Cousin Elizabeth swooped out of nowhere to snatch up the invitation. “Armand Gauthier?

         Oh, my stars—Armand Gauthier! A ball? And we’re invited?”

      


      She closed her eyes, smiled beatifically. “He must know Papa. Papa promised he would write to his many friends, to tell them

         I was in town for the Season. Papa’s 

         name still carries some weight, you know, even though we’ve not been in Society since…”

      


      “Since my papa was proved the Sunderland heir five years ago, and all those nasty creditors began demanding payment for bills your

         gambling papa had been ringing up with the understanding that he was the heir?” Allegra offered helpfully.

      


      “You’re a horrid, horrid person, Cousin Allegra, but I don’t care, not now that we have this,” Elizabeth crowed, then walked toward the windows, still holding the invitation, as if she planned to get a better look

         at it in the sunlight.

      


      “No more horrid than you, cousin. What a silly word—horrid. Better, and clearer, to just say that I’m a pain in your—”

      


      “Now, pet,” Oxie interrupted quietly. “The line of succession, remember? The dower house, that pitifully small allowance?”


      “Oh, piffle,” Allegra said, then tipped her head, looked at her father with some intensity. “Are you ill, Oxie? Have you had

         some ridiculous dream in which you met an untimely end? Why all this sudden worry about what happens to Mama and me once you’re

         gone?”

      


      “I am only being prudent, Ally,” the earl told her, sitting himself down on the facing couch. “I knocked on fifty’s door three

         months ago, remember, and the view from the other side makes me realize that I now am looking back on the majority of my life,

         and forward to whatever few years the good Lord gives me. I’m not entirely insensible you know. I am mortal, we’re all mortal.”

      


      Then he smiled. “Oh, that’s good. I’ll have to remember 

         that one, we’re all mortal. Catchy, almost poetical, eh?”

      


      “I doubt the bard would have quivered in his boots, had he heard you say it,” Allegra told him, looking at her cousin. “Elizabeth?

         Such an intense inspection. Are we about to see you bite into the vellum, as if you were testing a coin to be certain it’s

         gold?”

      


      Elizabeth, who had been holding the invitation within inches of her eyes, quickly lowered it and glared at Allegra. “I may

         have been fooled before, but I have learned. I just wanted to be certain this invitation is… legitimate.”
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