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Chapter One

Lady Atherton’s ball, London 1819



Andrew Carrington, the Earl of Bellingham, was on the hunt for a new mistress.
         

He stepped inside the elegant foyer, having timed his late arrival to avoid the ubiquitous receiving line in the ballroom. As he relinquished his greatcoat, hat, and gloves to the butler, he thought about the type of mistress he wanted. Beauty was a must, but equally important was cleverness. He couldn’t abide foolishness in a woman, no matter how comely her appearance. Naturally he avoided married women and virgins. The former could cost him his life, and the latter could cost him his bachelorhood.

He straightened the stickpin in his cravat and strode into the great hall. A statue of Augustus stood at the base of the stairwell. The stone founder of the Roman Empire helpfully pointed the way upstairs.

  


Bell walked up one side of the U-shaped staircase, with its ornate iron balustrade. A dull roar sounded from the ballroom as a handful of guests spilled out onto the landing, no doubt to escape the heat generated by one too many bodies packed inside.

He gained the landing and entered the ballroom. The orchestra struck up a lively tune, and the voices grew louder. He pressed through the crowd in search of his friends, but he’d taken only a few steps when a stout matron glanced at him, grabbed the arm of a pencil-thin young lady, presumably her daughter, and hurried toward him. Bell turned and strode off in the opposite direction.

Hell. Five minutes into the ball and he was dodging a matchmaking mama and her daughter. The temptation to quit the place gripped him, but as he broke through the worst of the crowd, he saw his friends Harry and Colin standing by the sideboard.

When Bell reached them, he tugged on his cravat and said, “I need a drink.”

Harry Norcliffe, Viscount Evermore, handed Bell a brandy. “Narrow escape, old boy.”

Colin Brockhurst, Earl of Ravenshire, laughed. “We saw Lady Coburn and her daughter chasing after you.”

Bell scowled. “I don’t know her.”

“She is Sir Harold Coburn’s wife,” Harry said. “Her daughter is Miss Anne Coburn, first season.”

Bell downed the brandy in two swallows. “Intelligence from your girl cousins, no doubt.”

“My aunt’s drawing room is famous for the best gossip,” Harry said.

Bell frowned. “I’ve had enough already. I say we quit the ball and go to my town house to play billiards.”

“Wait,” Harry said. “Last night you said you were looking for a mistress.”

Bell set his glass on the sideboard. “The only available woman I’m likely to find here is a bored married lady, and I don’t poach in other men’s territory.”

“You’re in luck,” Harry said. “There’s a new widow in town.”

Colin snorted. “Right. More news from the drawing room.”

Harry nodded. “Yes. She’s rumored to be quite mysterious.”

Colin poured himself a brandy. “Harry, how can you take them seriously? Your cousins bamboozle you on a regular basis.”

“They said she is beautiful and young.”

“More likely old and ugly,” Bell muttered.

“Always the optimist,” Colin said.

Bell shook his head. “I’m a realist.”

Harry shrugged. “I’ve yet to meet her, but she could be right beneath our noses.”

“On the floor, you mean?” Colin quipped.

Harry pulled a face. “It’s a bloody expression. Must you be so literal?”

Bell rolled his eyes. He’d only met his friends recently, but already he knew they argued over anything ridiculous. “In other words, Harry has no idea what her name is or what she looks like. At this point, I think the odds of meeting her are nonexistent.”

“Because she doesn’t exist,” Colin said.

“Ha.” Harry downed the rest of his brandy and poured another glass. “Her name is Lady Chesfield, and she hails from Hampshire. She’s new to town and a particular friend of Lady Atherton.”

“A close friend of Lady Atherton?” Colin’s dark eyes gleamed in the candlelight. “I daresay Bell will be delighted…despite the thirty-year age difference.”

Harry narrowed his eyes. “You’re wrong. I wager you a tenner he’ll make her his mistress in a fortnight or sooner.”

“You don’t have ten pounds,” Colin said.

Harry shrugged. “I will when you lose the wager.”

The orchestra struck up the opening bars of a country dance. Harry and Colin left to find their dance partners. Bell poured himself another brandy and turned to watch the crowd. A circle of guests disbanded, and then he saw his former mistress, Barbara. He set his glass aside and strolled over to her.

“Bellingham, you are as handsome as ever,” she said.

He bowed over her hand. “How is married life?”

“You know it was for convenience,” she said. A sly smile touched her lips. “I couldn’t wait for you.”

There was something in her expression that made him suspect she wasn’t jesting. “You have security.” It was no small thing for a woman.

“Security is dull,” she said.

He examined the diamond-studded ruby ring on her finger. “You also gained a title and wealth.”

“I made a bad bargain.”

He released her hand and didn’t bother to mention the obvious. Marriage was forever—until death do them part.

She lifted her frank gaze to him. “I’m doomed to unhappiness in marriage for a second time,” she said.

It wasn’t the first time she’d revealed her fatalistic outlook on life. Perhaps it had started when her first husband had died in the war. Yet, she’d taken advantage of her freedom as a widow and had more than a few protectors. She’d likely spent every penny of her pensions and accepted Norris’s marriage proposal out of desperation.

“I loathe Norris,” she said. “I try to pretend it’s you, but there is no comparison. I stare at the canopy and—”

“No tales from the boudoir.” He remembered how she’d always worn her feelings on her sleeve like a naïve girl.

She twirled a dark curl by her cheek. “I miss you.”

It had been nothing more than a short-lived liaison. He’d made the terms clear, but when she’d said she loved him, he’d ended it immediately.

She closed the distance between them and walked her gloved fingers down the front of his waistcoat. “Perhaps we could meet later tonight—for old time’s sake.”

Bell caught her hand, lifted it for the requisite air kiss, and released her. “Norris would object.”

“He doesn’t have to know.”

“Your husband is staring daggers as we speak.”

“I don’t care,” she said.

“You will if you’re not careful,” he said. “Don’t do something you’ll regret.”

“I regret letting you get away.”

“There is nothing to regret.” He gave her a cynical smile. “I never stay.”

“I’d almost forgotten what a heartless bastard you are,” she said with a brittle laugh.

“You’ve got the heartless part right,” he said, “but I was born on the right side of the blanket.” He paused and added, “In all seriousness, you are courting trouble the longer you speak to me.”

“Let me come to you tonight,” she said.

She was foolish to even consider such a risk, but she seemed determined to enact her own tragedy. “Sorry, I won’t be the instrument of your downfall.” He walked away, fearing that sooner or later Norris would catch her in an indiscretion. Some men overlooked it, but by law Norris could beat her and sue her lover in civil court. He hoped for her sake that she would be cautious.

Bell returned to the sideboard and thrust Barbara out of his thoughts. He poured two fingers of brandy and turned, only to find a petite blonde looking over her shoulder. She had a flawless, creamy complexion and a button nose. As she met his gaze, her eyes widened.

He expected her to look away, but she seemed almost mesmerized. Bell frowned, wondering if he’d met her before. No, he would have remembered the way her lips turned up slightly at the corners, even though she wasn’t really smiling, at least not full on. Any moment now, she would remember herself and avert her eyes.

Her lips parted a bit as she continued to stare. Over the years, more than a few women had given him second glances as they walked past, but this one was ogling him in a rather blatant manner. A wicked grin tugged at his mouth. He decided to see what she would do when he inspected her.

Bell let his gaze slide ever so slowly from her eyes down past her long neck to her plump breasts. He continued in a leisurely fashion to her slim waist and slender hips. As he inspected her skirts, he figured she had slender legs to match her slender arms. Then he slowly reversed his gaze until he lingered over her breasts. Devil that he was, he imagined pale pink nipples. When he met her eyes, his heart beat a bit faster. He was in the middle of a ballroom and had made no effort to hide the fact that he was mentally undressing her. Obviously the blonde was issuing an invitation. Or was she? There was only one way to find out.

He winked at her.

A rosy flush spread over her face. She spun around, her airy overskirt floating a bit. Then she shook out her fan with a hand as diminutive as the rest of her and covered the lower half of her face. He half expected her to peek slyly above the ivory sticks, but instead she pressed through the crowd as if trying to escape. A moment later, Lady Atherton tapped the blonde on the shoulder, startling her.

Could she be the mysterious widow?

Lady Atherton led the blonde a few paces forward, and the two engaged in a tête-à-tête. The blonde woman shook her head vigorously, causing her sapphire earrings to bobble a bit. For some odd reason, he found it alluring.

Obviously she’d never intended to flirt, and somehow that left him feeling a bit deflated, which was ridiculous. He’d been more than a little intrigued, but 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 visually stripping the clothes off the younger woman.

Harry returned and poured himself a brandy. “Did you meet the new widow yet?”

“No.” They hadn’t met, but she’d intrigued him, and he couldn’t recall the last time a woman had done that.

Harry sighed. “I think my cousins are leading me on a merry chase.”

“Probably,” Bell said.

“I’m to dance the next set with Miss Martindale,” Harry said. “I’d better find her.”

As Bell made his way through the crowd, he noticed that Lady Atherton was strolling with the petite blonde again. In all likelihood, she was too respectable to be any man’s mistress. For all he knew, she was some man’s wife.

He’d had enough of the noise and decided to walk out to the gardens to smoke a cheroot. Though he wasn’t familiar with the layout of the house, he managed to find his way to the door leading outside. There were lanterns in the trees, but 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 used one of the lanterns to light a cheroot. The wind riffled the leaves in the tall trees. He inhaled the smoke from the cheroot and enjoyed the relative silence.

He blew a smoke ring and wondered about the best way to secure a new mistress. The Cyprians were giving another entertainment next week. He would see if anyone caught his fancy there.

For some odd reason, he couldn’t get his visual encounter with the blond lady out of his mind. She was obviously Lady Atherton’s protégé, but that didn’t mean she was a widow available for dalliance. 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 in the offing. 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. 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. They halted and passed something around. Bell wagered it was a flask.

When the trio disappeared from his sight, he shrugged. They were 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 likely 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 decided to indulge in one more cheroot first. 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 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 quiet. 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 a 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 branch. 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 strode toward 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 man pushing a flask beneath it with his heel. Then footsteps clipped on the marble floor. “I’m here,” the man said, walking to the bottom of the staircase.

Bell noted he was the young man with a shock of wheat-colored hair.

“Where have you been?” a 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 woman said as she descended. Now Bell could see her. She was the blond woman he’d seen in the garden.

“I hope you haven’t been drinking with your friends again,” she said.

“Always suspicious,” the young man said.

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

A few minutes later, their voices receded.

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

“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 the blonde had stared at him earlier with parted lips. “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. The blonde must be 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.”

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

This was an opportunity to find out if she had meant to issue him an invitation when she’d stared at him earlier. He told himself he only wanted to warn her about her son. He told himself she had every right to know. He told himself that the boy might find himself in serious straits if he didn’t alert her. But ultimately, he knew he wouldn’t be able to get her out of his head until he spoke to her. “He’s taking advantage of her. Someone needs to put the fear of the devil in that boy.”

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 about the boy and nothing else,” 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.”

Perhaps, but he meant to find out. “She’s incredibly naïve where that boy is concerned.”

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

Bell bowed. “Thank you for an interesting evening.” Then he strode out the door.

  


The next afternoon

After dismissing his secretary, Bell opened the desk drawer where he’d stowed the flask last night. After retrieving it, he thought about his plans to return the flask to Lady Chesfield and reconsidered. What the devil did he expect to gain? The last thing he wanted was to become involved in the lady’s problems.

She was a stranger to him. They had not been introduced, and yet, he’d pried her name and address from Lady Atherton, who was very strict about the proprieties. He ought to have left well enough alone. Now he was obliged to return the blasted flask.

Out of curiosity, he opened the flask, expecting to find cheap gin, but one sniff proved the liquor was brandy. Bell sipped it and realized it was of top-notch quality. Most likely the young buck had purloined the brandy from a decanter at home.

The wayward young man wasn’t his responsibility. He could send a footman to deliver the flask, but Lady Chesfield wouldn’t know why he’d sent it. With a sigh, he drew out paper, pen, and ink, thinking he would describe what he’d seen last night. No, that was too much trouble. He would simply state in his message that he’d found her son’s flask. Whatever transpired afterward was none of his affair.

Bell started to shut the drawer when he saw the small leather sketchbook inside that had belonged to his mother. His heart drummed in his ears. A new maid had recently found it in the attic. That day, he’d looked at one page and shoved it inside the desk drawer. Bell ought to have told the maid to return it to the attic the day the sketchbook was discovered. Then it would have been out of his sight and mind forever. He walked over to the bell, intending to ring for the housekeeper. He meant to ask her to return the sketchbook to the attic. But he hesitated, because he didn’t want her to touch it.

After four years, he ought to have put the past behind him. Most of the time, he managed to shove it to the far corners of his brain, but the periodic nightmares served as a reminder of all that he’d loved and lost.

He returned to the desk, determined to shut the drawer. But something beckoned him. His ears thudded as he retrieved the sketchbook and opened it to a random page. A small boy sat on a sofa with a bundled infant. He gritted his teeth at the inscription near the bottom of the page. Andrew, age two, holding Steven one month after birth. His heart thumped at the sketch of him and his younger brother.
         

Damn it all to hell. He’d known nothing good could come of resurrecting the memories. They were gone forever.

He’d been too late all those years ago.

Bell shut the sketchbook and shoved it back inside the cubbyhole in the desk. The past no longer existed. There was only the here and now.

Gritting his teeth, he strode over to the bell rope and pulled it. When Griffith, the butler, appeared, Bell made arrangements to have his carriage brought round. He would deliver the flask to Lady Chesfield and have done with the matter once and for all.

  


Laura Davenport, Lady Chesfield, sat with her new lap desk and drew out paper, pen, and ink. She tried to think of what to tell her sister Rachel about her “London adventure,” as her sister called it. Thus far, they had attended only one ball—the one last night that her friend Lady Atherton had hosted.

She dared not say a word to Rachel about Justin’s rebellion. From the moment they had arrived, Justin had taken up with his friends from school and his attitude had grown surly. Worse, he’d taken to leaving with his friends at night and arriving home after midnight. He’d told her he was attending parties given by his friends’ parents, but she didn’t know them and was never invited.

Rachel had always been her confidant, but Laura knew Rachel would read the letter to her family. She didn’t want to alarm them, but she was worried.

Last night, Justin had disappeared from the ball for a long time. She’d even gone out into the garden to look for him and encountered that rake Bellingham again, but he was the least of her problems.

She’d finally found Justin at the stairwell. After smelling liquor on her son’s breath, she’d rebuked him soundly in the carriage for lying and drinking. Of course, he’d sworn never to do it again, but she had a bad feeling about his friends and the influence they had on him.

Laura put away the writing instruments and shoved the drawer closed. She was furious with her son. He’d begged to go to London with his friends, but she’d refused because she didn’t know their parents. Justin had pleaded with her day after day, and she’d finally made a compromise by offering to take him so that she could keep a close eye on him.

A knock sounded. “Come in,” she said, hoping it was her son.

Reed, the butler, entered. “The mail arrived, my lady.”

She took the letters and dismissed Reed. The first few were from the estate manager at Hollwood Abbey. She read them quickly, satisfied that all was running well in her absence. Then she slit the seal on one and looked at the signature. It was from Montclief, her son’s guardian. In the past four years, Montclief had never responded to her letters. Her chest tightened as she started reading from the beginning. His tone was so insulting it stunned her.

You ought to have consulted me prior to taking my nephew 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.

Reed 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 left with his friends in a curricle.”

Her temples ached. He’d not bothered to ask her permission. “Thank you, Reed.”

After the butler left, she paced the drawing room. She regretted bringing her son to London, but she had not foreseen that Justin’s behavior would take a dramatic turn for the worse. He was seventeen years old and thought himself worldly. It frightened her to think of the seedy places he might go with his friends. In this enormous city, any manner of awful things could happen to him. She had to make him understand that he could get hurt if he encountered ruffians.

The moment he returned home, she would confront him again. He needed to know she would not tolerate his insubordination.

She sat on the sofa and picked up her cup. Unfortunately the tea had grown cold. She started to get up and ring the bell when a light tap sounded at the door. Reed entered and said, “My lady, you have a caller.”

“Is it Lady Atherton?”

“No, my lady.” He held out a silver salver. Laura picked up the card. Upon seeing the name, she dropped it.

Reed retrieved it. “My lady, shall I show Lord Bellingham upstairs?”

Good heavens no. “Reed, please inform the earl that I am not at home,” Laura said.
         

“Yes, my lady.”

After her butler quit the drawing room, Laura exhaled. Doubtless she was the only woman in London who had the temerity to refuse admittance to the Earl of 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, Laura 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 with his astonishingly blue eyes. Above all, she would banish the naughty 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 Montclief’s scathing letter. Yesterday, she would not have worried a jot about Justin’s uncle. Today, his letter had left her fearful that Montclief would take Justin away if he heard there was 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.

Another knock startled her. “Come in,” she said.

“My lady, Lord Bellingham asked me to convey this flask to you,” Reed said. “His lordship said it was imperative that he speak to you.”

Laura rose and frowned. How had he discovered her name and address? The thought bothered her more than a little. She had no idea why he’d sent up a flask of all things, but regardless, it did not signify. “Reed, I assume this is Lord Bellingham’s idea of a jest, but I will not accept his gift nor will I see him.”

“Yes, my lady,” Reed said. “I will inform him that you are not accepting callers.”

“Thank you, Reed.”

After her butler left, Laura released a shaky breath. They had not been formally introduced, and Lady Atherton had made it clear last night that Lord Bellingham was a rake. She most certainly did not wish to make his acquaintance.

Laura walked over to the window. The day was gray and cloudy, promising rain. She fingered the gold, silken ropes and tassels that tied the draperies. The wavy glass distorted the view somewhat, but that shiny black carriage below 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.

Another carriage drew up along the street. Laura surmised that it was her new friend Lady Atherton, because outside of making the acquaintance of several people last night, she knew no one else. Oh dear, Lady Atherton 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. Another tap sounded. Certain it was her butler, Laura said, “Come in.” She kept her gaze on the street below, expecting to see Lord Bellingham striding toward his vehicle any moment. After the door shut, she said, “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.

When he arched his brows, Laura 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 in a fierce manner. “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 a 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?”

“I did not hear or see them.” She had smelled spirits on Justin’s breath, but the earl did not need to know that.

“After you left the garden, 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? “My lord, he is my son and my responsibility. I appreciate your concern and will speak to him.”

He took a step closer. “How well is that working?”

She drew in a sharp breath. “I owe you no explanations. This is none of your affair. 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. Justin wasn’t even at home, but she would not tell the arrogant earl that. Laura bobbed a curtsy. “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 one of the rolled sofa cushions.

“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?” he said. “If he is the guardian—”

“Please,” she said, aware that her voice shook. “There is no time to explain. I will do anything you ask, but I beg you not to betray me.”

He arched his brows. “Anything?”

“Yes, anything,” she said, worrying her hands.

He snared her with his blue eyes. “Be careful what you promise.”

Oh dear. Perhaps she should have qualified her response, but there was no time for that now. She must gather her scattered wits and pretend to be perfectly at ease. The notion would have been laughable, if she weren’t so desperate. Dear God, she had no idea how she would deal with that rakehell, but for now, she must focus solely on her son’s guardian. She entreated Bellingham with her eyes once more. “Please, I beg you to concur with whatever I say.”

“What will you say?”

A good question, but the door opened and Reed said, “Mr. Montclief, my lady.”

Laura clasped her hands hard. 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 was babbling like a fool.

Montclief narrowed his eyes. “Laura, you are clearly 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 mention 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 is out,” she said. From the corner of her eye, 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 Gunthers 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 round Rotten Row at the fashionable hour,” 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. “We must discuss my nephew.” He turned his attention to Bellingham. “Obviously this is a family matter. I’m sure you understand.”

Laura’s stomach clenched. The last thing she wanted was to be alone with Montclief. When Bellingham opened his mouth as if to speak, Laura knew she must intervene. “Actually, Lord Bellingham has taken an interest in Justin.” Oh, heavens, Bellingham would likely deny her claim.

Montclief looked at Bellingham and let out a long sigh. “So you, too, have seen him running wild in the streets.”

Oh, no. She was about to refute the statement, but Bellingham spoke before she could. “I saw them in the garden with friends at a ball last night.”

At least he’d not given anything away—yet. “Yes, he saw Justin last evening, but there’s no need for alarm,” Laura said.

Montclief ignored her and returned his attention to Bellingham. “Was he drinking spirits?”

Laura held her breath and entreated Bellingham with her eyes once again.

Bellingham glanced at her and then shrugged. “I cannot say.”

Laura clasped her hands. “You see, it was all a misunderstanding.”

When Montclief narrowed his eyes, she knew she’d said the wrong thing. “There is no misunderstanding. I have a letter from a friend in London who saw Justin drinking from a flask on the streets. 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, dubious look.

“Laura,” Montclief said, “all is not well. You brought my nephew to London without asking my permission and have concealed his 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. “There is no need for alarm. I have matters under control.” She’d lied, but what else could she do?

“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. “You need not worry, Montclief,” she said. “Lord Bellingham is helping to turn the tide.” She held her breath, fearing Bellingham would deny her claim.

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 and had not betrayed her. She could kiss his big boots.

“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. He was her son. Montclief had never taken any interest in Justin—until now. Oh, God, she would not let Montclief take her son away. “No,” she said. “No, please do not take him.”

“Laura, this is not negotiable,” Montclief said.

Panic rose up in her chest. She was breathing too fast. 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.
         

He gave her a patronizing look and shook his head.

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 him 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 mustn’t 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.”

  


The woman was mad.

Bell had sensed her desperation climbing as she’d 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, 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 by pure coincidence 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 had 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 her son away. Bell figured the boy’s rebellion would grow far worse under Montclief’s thumb. On the other hand, Bell didn’t want to find himself trapped in a marriage, either. “We are keeping the engagement a secret for the time being.” 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 rings false.” He turned his attention to Bellingham. “What I cannot understand is why Bellingham would act as your accomplice?”

Because I despise you for bullying her. 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 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 Bellingham can. Why, I’m sure he will take the boy under his wing 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. “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 Montclief, Bellingham muttered, “That man is an ass.”

She covered her mouth and collapsed on the red striped sofa. When fat tears welled in her green eyes, Bell whipped out his handkerchief. “It’s all over.”

Her bottom lip quivered as she took the handkerchief, and then she hastily dabbed it at her eyes. “Thank you,” she said.

Bell squatted beside her. “The only reason he came here is because his pride took a hit when his friend sent him the letter. His abusive language to you was out of bounds.”

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 Justin if you had not been here,” she stammered.

If Montclief had insisted, there wouldn’t have been a damned thing Bell could have done. She obviously loved the boy, but unless she got her son under control, his guardian would likely remove him.

She inhaled and released a shaky 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 must say your idea to keep the engagement a secret was quite brilliant,” she said.

“Frankly, I did it for my own protection. I’ve no wish to find myself caught in the parson’s mousetrap.”

She patted his arm. “You need not worry. I do not 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 fifty 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.

He gazed at her lush mouth. “Something more pleasurable.”

“Brandy?” she said, her voice a bit squeaky.

“Guess again.”

“Port?”

He caught her hand. “You.”

She gasped and stepped back. “My lord, I am a respectable widow.”

“You promised to do anything I asked.”

“I was desperate.”

Bell noticed her clenching and unclenching her skirts and sighed. He’d never coerced a woman before, and he wasn’t about to start now. He drew in breath to tell her that he’d only been teasing, but she spoke beforehand.

“I suppose I ought to honor my promise,” she said. “What do you want, my lord?”

He blinked. “What are you willing to give?”

She smoothed her skirts. “Since we are affianced, at least temporarily, and you’ve no need for money, I suppose I could grant you a…a kiss.”

He struggled to keep his amusement from showing. “I don’t want to take advantage of you.”

She wrinkled her little nose. “I am the one who took advantage, my lord. You were kind enough not to expose me, but if you do not wish to kiss me, I will understand.”

“Did you have something else in mind?” He could provide ample suggestions, none of which any respectable lady would agree to do.

Her face flushed. “Oh, no. A kiss would do, if that is acceptable to you.”

“Hmmm. A faux engagement is no small thing, but if it’s a special kiss, I suppose that would even the score between us.” Surely she knew he was jesting.

She lifted her chin. “You may kiss me,” she said.

He wasn’t about to make it that easy for her. “I thought you meant to kiss me.”
         

“Oh.” She smoothed her skirts. “Well, I suppose that’s only fair since I took advantage of you.”

Her full lower lip fascinated him. He almost said she could take advantage of him anytime, but he kept that between his teeth.

She set her small hands on his shoulders, lifted on her tiptoes, and quickly kissed him on the lips. Then she smiled as she stepped back. “There now, that wasn’t bad.”

“I disagree,” he said. “It was terrible.”

“What?” she said, her voice outraged. “You— How dare you insult me?”

“You would prefer I lie?”

“No doubt you had something lascivious in mind.”

A slow smile spread across his face. “I expected a real kiss, but if you’re afraid, I’ll understand.”

Her green eyes flashed. She closed the distance between them, stood on her tiptoes, and looped her hands around his neck. When he wrapped her in his arms, all of her soft, delectable curves pressed against him. His heart ricocheted in his chest.

She leaned in closer. The faint scent of roses bewitched him. Heat flooded his veins. She was soft and luscious, and he could no longer hold back. “Forgive me in advance,” he said, aware that his voice was low and rough.

“For what?” she said.

“This.” Then he claimed her sweet lips.




    

  
    
      
Chapter Two


Laura’s head was spinning as Lord Bellingham cupped the back of her head and devoured her lips. She clutched his shoulders, needing an anchor.
         

She shouldn’t compare his kiss to her late, elderly husband’s gentle, fleeting ones. But how could she not? Bellingham had taken full possession and left no doubt of his mastery.

This was a rake’s kiss—confident, provocative, and oh so bone melting.

She must stop him…soon.

She would. She must. She couldn’t—not when the faint trace of sandalwood and something else, something elemental, enveloped her senses. With every breath she took, his masculine scent curled inside her like a sinful potion. Her skin heated, making her keenly aware of the fullness of her breasts and of the virile man who so easily led her astray. She wanted his kiss and so much more.

The heat of his body and the strength of his arms proved as impossible to resist as his kiss. Propriety demanded she stop him. He was not her husband, and a faux fiancé did not count. She knew almost nothing about him—other than he kissed very well. But, of course, she must not let pleasure overrule her morals.

Just a moment longer, she silently promised.
         

The room had grown dimmer even though it was only early afternoon. Rain pattered the window as he slid one big hand down the curve of her spine just above her hips. Then he pulled her tighter against him. Her breasts and belly were pressed all along the rock-hard contours of his body. The carnal embrace felt all too good as she threaded her fingers through the crisp strands of hair at his nape.

His mouth curved in a lopsided smile. “Oh, yes,” he murmured, wrapping his long fingers around the back of her neck. Then he captured her lips again, commanding her to surrender to him once more.

He angled his head, and this time, he touched his tongue to her mouth. Stunned, she parted her lips involuntarily. He made a low sound in his throat, and then his tongue was inside her mouth. Shock held her immobile for a moment, but he angled his head in the other direction and deepened the kiss. Then he plucked at her lips twice and held still as if waiting for her to reciprocate.

If she was going to feel guilty later, she might as well enjoy sinning now. Tentatively, she touched her tongue to his. He made that rumbling sound once more and took the lead. In her dazed state, she slowly became aware that his wicked kisses were an imitation of a far more intimate act. He cupped her bottom and pressed his hips against her. Then she felt the unmistakable hardening of his sex. The thin layers of muslin and petticoat provided no defense at all. She ought to express horror and push away from him, but long-denied need rose up.

“I want you,” he said near her ear.

She gasped. There was no doubt what he asked of her. His vivid blue eyes grew darker, and she could swear he was drawing her in with them. In a distant part of her mind, she knew she ought to look away, but her befuddled brain froze.

Someone tapped on the drawing room doors. Bellingham released her and walked toward the window.

Laura shook her skirts with trembling hands and hurried to the door. Reed held out a small silver tray with a note. “This just arrived for you, my lady.”

She took the missive and dismissed Reed. Then she broke the seal.

Bellingham’s footsteps thudded as he crossed the room. “Is it bad news?”

“No, it is only a note from Lady Atherton canceling our drive today because of the weather.”

She started to step aside, but he caught her arm. “I dislodged one of your curls,” he said.

When she reached to find the errant curl, he batted her hand away. “Allow me.”

“Are you training to be a lady’s maid?” she said, resorting to sarcasm as a defense.

“No, I’ve plenty of experience,” he said.

“I’m not the least bit surprised.” She hoped the butler had not seen her disheveled hair. Now that Montclief had threatened to take Justin, she could ill afford gossip below-stairs.

“Chin down,” Bellingham said. As he lifted the errant lock, her scalp tingled. “So soft,” he said in an undertone. His breath sighed over her neck, a shivery sensation.

The masculine rumble of his voice called to the forbidden impulses inside her. He knew exactly how to cut through a lady’s defenses. Obviously he’d honed his seduction skills in order to get exactly what he wanted. Even though she’d known this, she’d still succumbed to his wicked kisses. All the years of adhering to her father’s strict moral teachings had scattered like torn bits of paper in the wind.

Bellingham pushed the pin in. “There now. You’re tidied up,” he said.

In any other situation, his words might have elicited a laugh from her, but there was nothing funny about the way she’d abandoned herself to him earlier. No doubt he hoped she would allow him additional liberties in the future. If so, she would disabuse him of that notion.

Anxious for him to leave, she cleared her throat. “I appreciate all you’ve done today, my lord.”

His eyes glinted with a wicked expression. “I believe you found it as rewarding as I did.”

Her face flushed. Oh, dear God, her morals had gone on holiday.

He took her hand and bowed over it. “I am at your service anytime, Laura.”

She snatched her hand back. How dare he use her Christian name? Then again, she’d certainly encouraged the rake to treat her like a trollop. At the moment, however, she didn’t have time to dwell on him or his “services.”

“Well, I’m sure you’re a busy man. I shan’t keep you from your important duties.”

“Are you trying to get rid of me?”

His grin made him look rather boyish, but she must not allow his striking looks to distract her. She lifted her chin and said, “Let me be clear. What occurred this afternoon was a mistake on both our parts.”

“There was no mistake,” he said. “You freely gave me a kiss because I kept silent about our supposed engagement.”

“Well, you could have been more gentlemanly about it,” she said with a sniff.

“If I’d been gentlemanly, you wouldn’t have enjoyed it half as much.”

“Hush,” she said. “This cannot happen again.”

“I agree. Your brother-in-law suspects us of an indiscretion. The last thing you need is to give him ammunition.”

Knowing that he was a rake, she’d half expected him to attempt to seduce her, but that was ridiculous. This was not one of those horrid novels with a villain snatching a damsel in distress. “I’m sorry for involving you in my troubles,” she said. “I couldn’t think of another way to stop Montclief.”

“He didn’t believe we’re engaged. If he inquires, you will blame me for abandoning you.”

She shook her head. “I cannot allow you to do that. Your reputation—”

“Would not suffer in the least if it came out,” he said. “It is unlikely our names will ever be linked after today, but if necessary, you will say you discovered I’m a scoundrel. No one will blame you.”

She suspected neither of them would get off so easily, but there was no point in borrowing trouble. “That is very, er, gallant of you, my lord,” she said, “but I couldn’t allow it.”

“Yes, you can, and you will if word of the engagement ever leaks. If you don’t do it, then honor will force us to wed. Since we’re both reluctant to marry, I think you’ll agree.”

“I agree that would be…unfortunate.” It would be disastrous. She couldn’t even imagine her family’s reaction.

“Good luck with your son,” he said.

She would need more than luck to bring Justin to heel. “I should take him home to Hampshire where there are no temptations to lure him.”

“There are temptations everywhere,” he said. “There is just more opportunity in London.” He bowed. “Good day, Lady Chesfield.”

After he quit the drawing room, Laura sank onto the sofa. She was more than a little unnerved by the events. One thing was certain. If not for Bellingham’s presence, matters with Montclief would have gone far worse for her and Justin.

Oddly, she felt a bit bereft after his departure, which was absurd. Their association had begun and ended today. She thought of his words. There are temptations everywhere.
         

She wondered if he’d meant her.

  


“Mr. Montclief inquires if you are at home.”

Virginia Holt, known as Lady Atherton to the ton, regarded her butler without a trace of guile, but inside something sparked to life. The dreary, rainy afternoon had suddenly become interesting. “Let Montclief cool his heels for twenty minutes and then show him up,” she said.

“Yes, my lady,” the butler said.

After the butler left, she walked over to the window and stood slightly behind the green and gold draperies. Montclief had arrived in a hired hack. He was a second son with no hope of inheriting. While his brother, the late Viscount Chesfield, had left his brother property and a substantial fortune, Virginia suspected Montclief had run through it and was now in debt.

She’d met him years ago at a ball and had disliked him upon first acquaintance. Montclief was the essence of a hypocrite, always toadying up to others and pretending to be sympathetic.

His brother had been a good friend to Virginia and her late husband, Alfred, for many years. They had always met during the London seasons, until Chesfield’s health took a downward turn shortly after his marriage to Laura. Thereafter, Alfred had kept up a correspondence with Chesfield, and it had become clear that his young wife was devoted to caring for him. Montclief had pretended concern for his brother’s health and used his growing family as an excuse for his absence. Phillip, bless him, had wanted to believe the best of his brother, and of course Virginia and Alfred had said nothing of their true feelings for Montclief.

Her poor opinion of Montclief had not altered since those days. If anything, her perception of him had taken a decided turn downward upon discovering he’d ignored his responsibilities to his ward.

But why had Montclief called upon her? Obviously he wanted something. Long ago, she’d discovered that men always had an objective. The subtleties that defined women’s conversation escaped all but the cleverest of them.

Montclief was neither subtle nor clever. Unlike his late brother, Montclief possessed only a mean understanding of the world around him. This was an important distinction to Virginia, as it meant that he was malleable and easily persuaded. He was also a damned fool for waiting in the antechamber for twenty minutes. A strong, confident man would never tolerate the delay.

Virginia treaded across the turkey carpet and poured herself a small sherry. When she was younger and foolish, she never would have indulged in spirits in the middle of the afternoon. She ought to have done that and far more when she’d been younger and still attractive, but society looked harshly upon younger women who did not observe the proprieties to the letter. Now that her sixty-fifth birthday had passed, Virginia reckoned that she’d earned the right to do as she pleased.

She glanced at the clock, finished her sherry, and returned to the settee. Moments later, her butler announced Montclief. Virginia rose and smiled serenely, but inwardly she was appalled at his appearance. He’d grown a potbelly and lost much of his hair. When he drew out a handkerchief and patted perspiration from his forehead, she hid her distaste.

“Montclief, this is a surprise. I’ve not seen you since Phillip’s funeral.” She’d written to him expressing her sympathies over his brother’s death, but he’d never replied.
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