
  
    
      
    
  



Praise for Earl Crush

“Wildly delightful! With Earl Crush, Alexandra Vasti has crafted a marvellously funny and sexy read featuring a brawny Scottish earl, zebras, and a feminist heroine ahead of her time. This belongs on every romance reader’s keeper shelf!” — USA Today bestselling author Joanna Shupe


“I dare anyone to read this book and walk away without a crush on this earl! Arthur Baird is the new definition of a pining, besotted hero, and his deep love and appreciation for Lydia Hope-Wallace’s mind and courage had me swooning. Both a rollicking romp and the most tender of love stories, Earl Crush is sexy, kind, and full of adventure! Alexandra Vasti is an immense talent, and I look forward to reading everything she writes until the end of time!” — Naina Kumar, USA Today bestselling author of Say You’ll Be My Jaan


“With her deft hand for writing witty banter, endearing characters, and smoking-hot chemistry, Alexandra Vasti’s Earl Crush will enchant readers and establish her as a breakout star of historical romance!” — Liana De la Rosa, author of Ana María and The Fox


Praise for Ne’er Duke Well

“As hot as it is heartfelt, this will have historical romance fans hooked.” — Publishers Weekly, starred review


“The kind of romance you want to wrap around yourself like a blanket.” — NPR


“Ne’er Duke Well is a delightful, quicksilver romp with unforgettable characters that readers will be rooting for from start to finish.” — Deanna Raybourn, New York Times bestselling author of the Veronica Speedwell series


“An irresistible delight from a remarkable new talent . .  . Vasti has quickly earned her place on my list of favourite writers.” — India Holton, author of The Wisteria Society of Lady Scoundrels


“A witty page-turner with two adorable leads whose funny banter and chemistry is off the charts! I didn’t want their antics to end.” — Virginia Heath, author of Never Fall for Your Fiancée


“Utterly delicious and undeniably clever, Alexandra Vasti’s Ne’er Duke Well was unputdownable . . .  Regency romance fans everywhere will love this warm, wonderfully witty, and oh-so-sexy novel just as much as I did. What a spectacular debut!” — Amy Rose Bennett, author of Up All Night with a Good Duke


Praise for the Halifax Hellions series

“These stories are hot, smart, funny, and charming as hell—much like the Hellions themselves. I’ve read them each twice.” — Alix E. Harrow, New York Times bestselling author of Starling House


“Emotional and sexy and full of thrilling hijinks with jaw-dropping prose that transports you in every possible way. Each sibling and their partner has a unique journey, but there’s an undeniable thread of finding radical acceptance in love that ties the three together beautifully. Alexandra Vasti has easily secured her place as a superstar in the genre.” — Jessica Joyce, USA Today bestselling author of You, with a View


“Alexandra’s plots are so zany and so fun but also earnestly explored and impeccably executed! Perfect for anyone who loves Tessa Dare but with a fresh voice wholly her own. I will pick up
anything Alexandra writes.” — Rosie Danan, USA Today bestselling author of Do Your Worst


“Delightful, truly scrumptious — like if Lisa Kleypas and Tessa Dare had a sexy baby. Alexandra Vasti is my favourite writer, full stop.” — Mazey Eddings, USA Today bestselling author of Late Bloomer

“Filled to the brim with heart and heat, these absolutely delicious stories are not only ideal comfort reads but master classes in novella writing. I’m forever in awe of Alexandra Vasti’s talent.” — Sarah Adler, USA Today bestselling author of Happy Medium
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Chapter 1



Despite plentiful rumor to the contrary, Christian de Bord, the 6th Marquess of Ashford, had never killed anyone.

For the first time in thirty-eight years, however, he was giving murder very serious consideration.

“You’re certain she’s here?” he asked Whitby in a low voice.

His friend—one of the few left who both received Christian in his home and was invited to society events—nodded nervously. “Ashford, are you quite sure this is a good idea?”

“It is an excellent idea.”

“You, er”—Whitby had the grace to look embarrassed—“you know for a fact she’s the one who did the engravings?”

“She bloody well signed them.” His outrage was hot and fierce and righteous, and unlike the guilt that coiled in his chest, it felt goddamned wonderful.

“She signed them?” It was hard to tell in the dark, but Whitby looked faintly green. “The Earl of Warren’s sister drew pornographic pictures of you and then signed them?”

“Oh, yes.”

MH.

Her artist’s mark had swirled in the bottom-right corner, a slanted diagonal. When he’d seen the pictures—when his life had descended even more ludicrously into chaos—when his sister’s art tutor had tendered her resignation—Christian had vowed to find out who was responsible. It had taken a month and a small fortune, but he’d done it.

Matilda Halifax.

“Can you point her out?” he asked Whitby as they made their way through the poorly lit crush.

Whitby’s dark brows drew together. “You do not know her? Surely everyone in London knows the Halifax Hellions.”

Christian clenched his jaw so hard he thought he might crack a tooth.

He knew of them, of course. The scandalous redheaded Halifax twins were nearly as infamous as he was. They had debuted probably half a dozen years before, to the delight of every gossip rag in the country. Even at his estate in Northumberland, he’d heard of their antics. One of them stripped down to her chemise and threw herself into the Serpentine. The other—or perhaps it was the same one, Christian had no notion—was caught charging into a duel in the guise of a medical man, dressed in breeches and jacket and brandishing a cheroot. They drank smuggled French brandy, terrorized pedestrians in their high-perch phaeton, and, if the scandal sheets were to be believed, paraded about the city with their tits out and their skirts up to their knees.

Yes, he knew of the Halifax Hellions. He did not think he’d have any trouble recognizing her. Red hair. Scandalous gown.

He was, perhaps, a trifle unhinged. He had a moment of pause as he considered confronting this complete stranger.

And then he thought again of the pictures, and how crushed Bea was going to be when he told her about her tutor, and his resolve hardened. What use was his blackened reputation if he could not frighten some sense into a spoiled, mercenary debutante?

A reputation blackened further by Matilda Halifax herself, damn it. He refused to hesitate.

“Never mind,” he said to Whitby. “How many gingers with a flask and a cigar can there be at this bloody event?”

Whitby winced. “Two, I think.”

Goddamnit. Twins.

“Fine,” he grated. “Find her. And then leave well enough alone.”

Whitby led him through the party and out to the sculpture garden where couples nestled together in the shadows. Christian’s gaze skipped over two MPs from opposite sides of the aisle looking not at all repelled by the other’s politics in the heady, rose-scented night air.

And then Whitby paused and nodded. “That one,” he said. “Lady Matilda is usually the one in blue.”

Christian followed his friend’s gaze. Matilda stood in front of a statue, a naked male form. He could not see her face—only a neatly pinned coil of red hair, a closely cut blue dress, one pale hand extended to caress the curve of the sculpture’s hip.

Of course she would grope the bloody statue. Of course.

“Go,” he ground out.

“Are you—”

“Go.” His voice was ice, and Whitby hastened to obey.

He was upon her in an instant. He had not thought he was particularly quiet, but she must have been lost in her sculpture-induced reveries, because she did not turn as he approached.

He reached out and closed his hand over the back of her neck.

She whirled, and his hand fell away.

She was—

Christian could not take her in.

He had thought she would be hard-edged. Cynical and angry. Like him, he supposed. He had expected her to be as resentful of the world as he was, between her scandalous reputation and the insatiable interest of the ton.

But she didn’t look hard or cold or angry.

She looked like a goddamned milkmaid.

She was a small thing, he realized now that he stood nearly atop her, her curvy little body poured into her pale blue dress. She had freckles, for Christ’s sake, all over the bridge of her nose and the tops of her round cheeks. Her eyes were blue and wide and sweet, and at the sight of him, her mouth trembled open.

“You,” she whispered.

“Yes,” he said grimly. “Me.”



Matilda hoped she’d gone mad.

It seemed possible. She had not over-imbibed. She was relatively certain she was not asleep. Failing those two scenarios, vivid hallucination seemed the most likely explanation for why the Marquess of Ashford was here in Lord Denham’s sculpture garden, looming over her like an avenging angel and the unfortunate embodiment of every one of her erotic fantasies.

It certainly couldn’t be real. The man lived in Northumberland.

Truly, the fact that she knew the location of his bloody country estate was proof enough that she was cracked. She had never even spoken to him.

He merely had a starring role in her sexual imagination.

And, apparently, her hallucinations as well.

“Matilda Halifax,” he said. His voice was low, gravelly and slow, as though he luxuriated in the feel of her name on his lips. His ice-chip eyes, pale above a dark beard threaded with silver, glittered in the moonlight.

This was not real. It could not be.

“Yes?” Her voice was squeaky. She swallowed.

“So you are Matilda,” he said. “Not the other? The twin?”

Matilda felt a surge of annoyance. If she were going to run mad and imagine Ashford approaching her in a moonlit sculpture garden, surely her deranged mind could produce something better than the marquess confusing her with her sister, Margo.

“I am Matilda.”

His fingers closed over her upper arm, and her breath caught. “MH,” he said. His voice sounded almost dreamy. “Matilda Halifax. God, I have been looking forward to this.”

Matilda went cold all over.

MH.

He could not mean—

He could not—

Her brain stuttered out, words failing her. Pictures—her refuge—flooded her mind instead.

Ashford on his knees, his dark head buried between rounded female thighs. Ashford atop a woman in bed, her wrists bound to the spindles, her breasts bared. Ashford in a chair, a lady in his lap, his mouth—

No. No. There was no way he could have connected her with the engravings. It was not possible.

“I beg your pardon?” Her voice came out thin.

His fingers tightened on her upper arm, biting into her flesh. The clean white scar that sliced through his facial hair twisted down as he spoke. “You mean to deny it?” His voice had dropped lower, just above a whisper. “You mean to pretend that you did not sell your obscene drawings of me to a goddamned printer?”

“I—” Her throat seemed to have closed in on itself. She could not get the words out except between gasping breaths. “I don’t know—what you mean.”

He released her arm and reached into his jacket.

Run, she told herself. Run now.

Her legs did not obey. She was like a rabbit, staring frozen as the hawk descended.

“Which part of it do you refute?” he hissed, and he brandished a little pamphlet in front of her face. “That you did the drawings? Or that they’re of me? Because I assure you, your ladyship, you will find me loath to believe either denial.”

Matilda tried not to look at the pamphlet. Tried, and then looked at it anyway.

Heat flooded her cheeks.

She had not seen it, not since it had been printed. She had read only the manuscript’s fair copy. She had sent along her drawings with the printer’s man, and had not seen the engravings they’d made or the bound final text.

But she knew what it would say. Professor Flagellante’s Naughty Pupil, the cover read, A Fashionable Tale in Two Comic Acts.

“I—have not seen this,” she choked out. It was true. It was true. She had not seen the pamphlet.

“Is that right?” Ashford’s voice had gone silky now. “You mean to tell me you are not the MH who illustrated this volume? Who has illustrated, if my man of business has it right, nearly half of the erotic pamphlets published in London in the last five years?”

He could not know this. Her brain tried to spin out some other explanation. He was guessing—he simply assumed it was she because she was a Halifax Hellion and thus a walking scandal—he had plucked her initials out of Debrett’s.

But nothing she could think of made sense.

He knew too much. He knew that it was not just this pamphlet, but a whole oeuvre of them. He even knew where to find her—here in Denham’s sculpture garden.

She had not always been as careful as she ought. She had paid a footman to pick up her fees, of course, but from time to time she had met with the printer’s man herself. She had taken the parcels of manuscripts up to her room and left the handwritten copies in her escritoire where any chambermaid might see.

Perhaps, somehow, Ashford did know.

“I illustrated it,” she managed. Her voice was shaking, and she tried to steady herself. “I illustrated all of them. But I do not—I do not know why you are accosting me, sir. We have not been introduced. There is no connection between my drawings and yourself.”

He laughed, a harsh sound in the quiet night. “We have not been introduced, have we? Peculiar, then, how well you managed to draw my goddamned prick.”

Despite herself, she felt a flush rise in her chest and face like a firecracker.

This—this he truly could not know. It was her own shameful secret—that she imagined him when she thought of sexual congress, that she pictured his elegant hands binding her wrists to the bedpost.

The erotic arts community had its rumors, and she had learned these last five years that Ashford was said to have tastes that matched her own. Restraints. A whisper of pain to sweeten the pleasure. It was only natural that as she’d learned more about her own desires, she’d found herself picturing his brooding face.

It was possible—distantly possible—that a hint of that face had crept into her drawing when she’d illustrated Professor Flagellante. The image of him had been so vivid in her mind—his tall, lean body bent over hers, the flat of his hand warming her backside—that as she’d imagined the arrogant professor, she’d pictured the notorious Marquess of Ashford.

But she’d stripped the drawings of anything that could definitively mark them as inspired by the real man. Her professor had no beard, no scar slashing down his left cheek. If there was something of Ashford in the hair and eyes, it was a faint resemblance, nothing more.

“I don’t know what you mean,” she said, and to her relief, her voice was back to itself, low and firm. “I did not draw you, sir. Not for this pamphlet or any other.”

“Is that right?” His fingers—those long, graceful fingers, oh God, this was unbearable—flipped open the pamphlet to an engraving. “Tell me, then, Lady Matilda, how did you know about the tattoo on my fucking arse?”

She looked at the engraving.

And then she sat down very hard and very suddenly on the gravel path.






Chapter 2



Christian was indulging in a kind of sick glee at her discomfiture when Matilda Halifax went dead white and collapsed in a heap in front of him.

Goddamnit. It was not sporting.

He crouched on the ground and reached for her wrist, cursing himself as he did so. He could not take her pulse now and then go on to murder her.

It had taken him a moment to recover from the shock of her. She was so far from what he had pictured—all freckles and curves and sweetness, the very picture of an innocent English country lass—that he had forgotten his outrage for a moment.

But when she’d made to deny her involvement in the engravings, it had flared back to life. Anger—but mixed with something else.

He’d felt—

Well. He hated to admit it, but he’d felt a vague kind of admiration for the way she’d stood up to him. Gently bred young ladies quailed in his presence typically, and though she was one of the bloody Halifax Hellions, she also couldn’t be more than five-and-twenty or so. He’d expected her to run. Or weep.

Perhaps both.

But she’d tipped her chin up like the queen of the milkmaids and admitted that she was the artist of a whole library of lewd engravings. It was bold and fearless and slightly insane. The woman was a bloody pornographer. If she were revealed, he thought she could face imprisonment—though as the sister of an earl, perhaps not.

Why would she do it? He knew the Earl of Warren through the Lords, knew the Halifax family was rich as the devil and connected somehow to a royal duke. She did not want for money or notoriety.

Perhaps she simply enjoyed taking jackasses like himself and dragging them through the mud.

Her pulse was normal. He dropped her wrist, and her entire arm fell limply to her side.

“You’re fine,” he said, rising. “Stand up.”

“I prefer to remain where I am,” she said faintly. She appeared to be gazing into the middle distance, her eyes glazed.

He gritted his teeth. All of English society might think him a monster, but obviously he had some idiotic scruples left. He could not shout at a half-swooning woman sitting in a rumpled heap in the gravel.

He caught her elbows and hauled her up, dropping her arms as soon as she seemed steady on her feet. “I tracked you down,” he began, but the goddamned woman would not let him launch into his prepared remarks.

“Wait.” She bit her lip, and her eyelashes fluttered as she looked at the ground, his waistcoat, his buttons. Anything but his face.

“I don’t—”

“Wait,” she said again, more desperately. And then she looked up, and her ridiculous blue eyes were wide and shining. “I’m sorry. I’m—oh God, I’m so sorry.”

He had not expected that.

“Why—”

She cut him off again. “Sir—your lordship—Lord Ashford. You must believe me. My drawings did not look like that when I sent them to the engraver.” She fumbled for the pamphlet he still held in his hand, opening it to the page he’d shown her before.

It was a picture of him, not a stitch upon his body, standing over a little dumpling of a woman. Her enormous breasts had come entirely out of her gown, and her hands were bound behind her. Above her, the illustrated Christian glowered and pointed his riding crop at her nude, dimpled bum.

Jesus Christ. Even the bloody expression on his face was right.

“Look,” said Matilda. She flattened out the pamphlet, tracing her fingers across illustrated-Christian’s angry brow. “This part, I drew. The eyebrows, the hair, the eyes. The nose, yes, that’s mine too, but here”—her fingers caressed the neatly trimmed black beard, the scar on the man’s left cheek that precisely mirrored his own—“surely you can see that it’s been added later.”

“You cannot be serious—”

“Look,” she demanded again. “Look at the lines, for heaven’s sake. I use a stippling technique to make it easier for the engravers to replicate. Look at the delicacy of the brow—and then this beard, how harsh the lines are.” She fixed her blue gaze back on him, her expression the horror of the offended artist. “Surely you can see that I did not draw that. The style is coarse. It’s completely different.”

“The whole bloody thing is coarse!”

He could practically feel the heat from her blush. “That’s as it may be—but if you will simply compare the style of the hair on this gentleman’s, er, other parts—”

“You can draw a cock but you cannot say it?”

“The hair on his private area to the hair on his beard, it will be perfectly clear to you that I did not draw this beard—”

“And the tattoo on my arse?”

She was back to staring out into the night, still blushing furiously. “I assure you, sir, I did not know you had any kind of body modification, and I certainly did not draw that—that—”

“Constellation?” he offered. “That’s Ursa Major.”

“How,” she hissed, “could I possibly know that you have stars on your buttocks?”

“A question, your ladyship, which I believe I have already put to you.”

“I did not draw that! I did not draw the beard, nor the scar, nor the constellation, and while I admit that it does look decidedly like your person with those additions, I did not make them.”

“Are you suggesting,” he asked grimly, “that you sent these drawings to the engraver and someone—some later artist—altered them to look like me?”

She was still pale. Her insulting freckles looked like tiny bruises across her cheeks. “Yes,” she said.

“Why in God’s name would someone do that?”

She bit her lip. “I do not know! I—perhaps there was some small resemblance—and someone thought to…” She trailed off, and her teeth sank back into the plump curve of her bottom lip.

He scrubbed his hand over the back of his neck. “I know why.”

She looked up, eyes wide. For the first time, she looked truly alarmed. “You do?”

“Goddamnit.” He crumpled up the pamphlet and stuffed it back into his jacket. He wanted, stupidly, to throw it in the dirt, but it seemed foolish to make more copies of the thing available to the interested public. “For sales, of course.”

It made a kind of sense. Despite himself, he believed Matilda. There really was a noticeable difference in the style of the piece—now that she pointed it out, the facial hair on the man in the drawing looked scratched on, like a child’s defacement in a schoolbook. The stars on his arse were a series of scribbles, nothing like the finely shaded delicacy of the rest of the piece.

And now she had him thinking favorably of her dirty pictures. Jesus Christ, he really was unhinged.

“For—sales?” She looked like she’d been struck in the head.

He exhaled. “Yes. Anyone can make up a lewd story and sell it—but attach it to my name, to my face, and it’s instantly infamous.” When she met his eyes, he felt his jaw tighten. “Have you not heard? I’m a monster. A wife-murderer. And now, thanks to this bloody pamphlet, I am some kind of perverted defiler of innocents as well.”

She licked her lips, and perhaps he was a monster, because some part of his brain registered the movement with an emotion altogether different from outrage.

“I have heard the rumors,” she said. Her voice was so bloody cool. As though murderers confronted her in dark gardens every evening.

“Are you not afraid?”

That was what he’d wanted, was it not? To make her fear him? To make her regret what she’d done?

Only—it seemed she had not done it. Or, if she had, the drawings had been some kind of cosmic mistake, a coincidence made into a weapon by a printer or engraver with a mercenary hand.

He felt suddenly guilty for this too, one more layer of regret on top of many. For approaching her. For trying to frighten her.

“I do not listen to gossip,” she said. “I have heard enough of it about myself. I have seen scandal sheets so distort the truth that I would not know they were about me if not for our bloody nickname at the top of the page.”

“Yes, well,” he said shortly. “You’re the only one who does not listen.”

He’d had enough of this. It was pointless, all of it. What had he thought to accomplish? He could confront every artist and engraver and printer in the land, and he still would not be able to take the pamphlets back. He could sue everyone in London for slander, and he would not get Bea’s art tutor back to Northumberland. Nor would he change the past.

“It will pass, you know,” she said. Her face was clear and pale in the dark night, and he almost could not pull his eyes away. “The scandal. People will forget about this pamphlet in time.”

“Will they?” His frustration was useless, as useless as his empty hands at his sides that fisted and then relaxed. “How long? How long will it take them to lose interest? Long enough for my sister to forget that she was to be brought out in society next spring? Long enough for her to forgive me for involving myself in another bloody scandal so outrageous that her art tutor will no longer live in my house?”

“Your … sister?”

“Yes,” he said. “Her name is Bea. She’s eighteen years old. Her mother is dead—she has no family, no friends, no one but this bleeding female painter who now refuses to step foot in my house. Now she has nothing left but me.”

Matilda’s hand came to her throat. “I’m sorry. I’m so terribly sorry.”

He thought she meant it. He thought it was not really her fault, the pamphlet, the scandal, the gossip.

He thought, as he left the party to a swirl of curious whispers, that it was cold comfort.






Chapter 3



11 September 1821

Dear Lord Ashford,

I write first to express once more my sincere regret over the situation which you raised with me at Lord Denham’s gathering last week. Any damage to you and your family was most unconsciously done, and I am heartily sorry.

Second, I would like to make recompense. You said your sister, Bea, has lost her painting tutor. I would like to find her a new one. Despite evidence to the contrary, I am classically trained in watercolors and drawing and know many art tutors in London.

With contrition,

Lady Matilda Halifax

12 September 1821

Dear Lady Matilda,

Bea is an oil painter. There is one female oil painter in England willing to travel to my estate in Northumberland to tutor her.

Was, I should say. There was one female oil painter willing to live with us in Bamburgh. Now there are none.

Your contrition is unnecessary, as are your efforts.

A

12 September 1821

Dear Lord Ashford,

Oil painting! Marvelous. As it happens, after Margo and I were sent down from finishing school—please do not ask—I took a great interest in oil painting myself. I can recommend an excellent tutor for your sister. He was willing to teach a seventeen-year-old Halifax Hellion; I am certain your reputation will pose no problem. Only he is afflicted by rheumatism and not able to travel long distances—can he attend your sister at your townhouse in London?

I have ignored your final sentence, as you can plainly see. I feel in part responsible for what has befallen you and your sister. I can help you, if you will permit it.

Matilda Halifax

13 September 1821

Lady Matilda,

Beatrice will not travel to London.

If you have listened to anything in your life, listen to this: stop helping.

A

13 September 1821

Dear Lord Ashford,
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